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ABSTRACT 
Libby Larsen is one of the most prolific composers living today. Her music 
is frequently performed, and her art songs in particular have found a place in the 
American canon. This paper seeks to provide a detailed analysis of Libby 
Larsen's 2000 song cycle, My Antonia. Each song is discussed at length, and 
harmonic, formal, motivic, and textual elements as well as other noteworthy 
components are detailed. I also elaborate the ways in which Larsen evokes the 
prairie landscape through her music. The vastness of the prairie, its late-
nineteenth-century settlers and the emotional journey of Jim, the narrator, are all 
captured in the song cycle, My Antonia. My own analysis of My Antonia is the 
primary source of material for the paper, supplemented by information from 
related scholarly writings. Quotes from my December 18th, 2013 interview with 
Libby Larsen are interspersed throughout the paper, and the interview is 
included in full as an appendix. 
Also included in the body of the paper are biographical information on 
the Minnesotan composer's formative years and an examination of her general 
compositional style. I discuss the physical landscape of the bygone prairie of 
vi 
Willa Cather's youth, and will provide a synopsis of her 1918 novel, My Antonia. 
I examine Larsen's selection of text from the Cather novel and her construction of 
poems for each song. 
vii 
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I. Biographical Information 
Libby Larsen was born on December 24th, 1950 in Wilmington, Delaware, 
the middle of five daughters. From an early age, music was an important part of 
Larsen's life. In fact, one of her earliest memories involved watching her sister 
play the piano: 
I remember feeling the whole piano vibrating and moving, and I knew 
that somehow her fingers were making that sound and vibration. I 
couldn't wait for my turn. As soon as my sister was finished practicing, I 
got up onto the piano stool and wrote a piece. It was just a series of 
clusters that I came up with, ordered and restructured ... 1 
Larsen's musical training began in first grade at Christ the King Grade 
School in Minneapolis, where she learned to read and write music and sing 
Gregorian chant.2 She also studied piano under the tutelage of Sister Colette, who 
exposed Larsen to her eclectic taste in music with a variety of "different musical 
sounds and colors," including those of Mozart, Bartok, Stravinsky, Japanese 
music and boogie.3 With little grounding in the European works of the common 
practice period during her formative years, Larsen would later develop a 
compositional style influenced by contemporary styles and chant.4 
Larsen began composing in the sixth grade.5 Even from this early age, she 
had a desire to "organize sound and make it into pieces of music."6 She had 
1 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen- Influences," Libby Larsen Website, 
http:/ /libbylarsen.com/ index.php?contentiD=232 [December 12, 2013]. 
2 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen- For Kids," Libby Larsen Website, 
http: I I libbylarsen.com/ index.php?contentiD=228. 
3 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- Influences." 
4 Deborah B. Crall, "Context and Commission in Large-Scale Texted Works of Libby Larsen" 
(DMA Diss., The Catholic University of America, 2013), 12-13. 
5 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- For Kids." 
6 Ibid. 
guidance from her music teacher, Sister Timothea, who instructed Larsen how to 
properly notate her musical creations? In seventh grade, Larsen wrote a tune that 
her class sang every day, a rewarding experience for the promising composer. 
Her advancement to Southwest High School brought with it a new system 
of learning music that Larsen found "truly hideous."8 From first grade, Larsen 
had been taught how to sight-sing chants with moveable do solfege. Now, in her 
first four-part choir experience in high school, 
"the choir director had us "learn" the music by listening to the piano. I was 
stunned. The piano has nothing whatsoever to do with the voice. The 
piano is the only unnaturally tuned instrument we have. It is always out 
of tune except with itself. And yet the director preferred voices that sang 
in tune with the piano. I had to re-train myself to sing out of tune." 
So, Larsen joined a rock band whose spontaneous and unconducted music was 
closer to the chant of her grade school years. As the Beatles and Beach Boys 
became additional musical influences, Larsen continued to broaden her musical 
interests.9 
Despite the jarring adjustment to the equal-temperament tuning of the 
piano, Larsen remained in the SATB choir, and even started composing for the 
group.10 Unfortunately, Southwest High School did not offer music theory and 
Larsen was "so ready to learn how to make music." 11 The summer before her 
senior year of high school, Larsen attended the Twin Cities Institute for Talented 
Youth, where she learned the Hindemith theory under the tutelage of William 
7 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen," In Composers on Composing for Choir, ed. by Tom Wine. (Chicago: 
GIA Publications, 2007), 41. 
8 Libby Larsen, "MENC Vision 2020 Conference Address: Music Instruction for 2020," Libby 
Larsen Website, http:/ /libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentiD=276 [accessed December 12, 2013]. 
9 Crall, "Context and Commission," 13. 
10 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 42. 
11 Crall, "Context and Commission," 273. 
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Lydell.12 During these studies, she had her "aha" moment that swung her interest 
towards music and not economics, as she had previously been inclined.13 
Through the study of theory and composition, Lydell had kindled a fire in 
Larsen that was not to be extinguished. 
Larsen began the undergraduate program at the University of Minnesota 
as a voice major, studying with Lois Whittick.14 Upon entering college, Larsen 
was intent on being a performer. In an interview with Douglas Boyer, Larsen 
recalls, "I wanted to be the next Roberta Peters. I did not know I would choose 
composition over performance."15 When Larsen started writing her own pieces 
for her voice juries, opera director Vern Sutton took a liking to her 
compositions.16 Larsen was given the opportunity to write an opera for Sutton's 
program, and Some Pig, based on E. B. White's Charlotte's Web, was the product.17 
Larsen was interested in moving on from Minnesota to study with 
William Woods at the University of New Mexico for her graduate studies, but 
stayed at the University of Minnesota because of financial considerations.18 She 
obtained both Master of Music and Doctor of Philosophy degrees in her home 
state, studying with Paul Fetler, Eric Stokes and Dominic Argento.19 Larsen 
12 Larsen, Composers on Composing for Choir, 42. 
131bid. 
14 Rebecca Wascoe, "Libby Larsen and the song cycle: a discussion of the song cycle, "My 
Antonia"" (DMA thesis, University of illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2008), 13. 
15 Glenda Denise Secrest, ""Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs" by Libby Larsen: Two 
Different Approaches to Western Mythology and Western Mythological Figures" (DMA Diss., 
The University of Memphis, 2000), 4. 
16 Wascoe, "My Antonia,"13. 
17 Crall, "Context and Commission," 13. 
18 Katherine Jean Lewis, "Extramusical Elements in Selected Viola Music of Libby Larsen: 
Representation, Suggestion, and Abstraction," (DMA Diss., Rice University, 2010), 60-61. 
19 Charles M. Smith, ""Eric Hermannson's Soul": Comparing and Contrasting Two Musical 
Adaptations of the Willa Cather Short Story." (DMA Diss., The University of Nebraska- Lincoln, 
3 
acknowledges that during these developmental years, Stokes helped bring out 
her humorous side in her compositions and Fetler gave her both confidence and 
structure.20 Larsen credits Argento with helping her develop a characteristic 
lyricism, found particularly in her instrumental music.21 
Since finishing her studies, Larsen's popularity has rivaled that of any of 
her contemporaries. She is currently one of the most prolific and most performed 
American composers. Her works encompass every genre: eleven operas; several 
symphonies, concertos and other orchestral pieces; works for concert band and 
wind ensemble; over one hundred pieces for chorus, including several masses, 
canticles and psalms; as well as chamber music for various and often original 
combinations of instruments. Her music has received glowing reviews for being 
accessible, fresh, modern and intelligent. The New York Times praises her ability 
to "shift with swift effectiveness from anger to tenderness and back again,"22 
while Gramophone lauds her "sense of humor" and "genuinely lyrical music."23 
Ms. Larsen's numerous accolades and achievements include a Grammy 
award in 1994 as a producer for the CD entitled The Art of Arleen Auger, which 
features Larsen's song cycle, Sonnets from the Portuguese. As composer-in-
2006), 20. 
20 Douglas Boyer, "Musical Style and Gesture in the Choral Music of Libby Larsen," Choral Journal 
34, no. 3 (October 1993): 18. 
21 Tina M. Millhom, "Music and Memoir: Libby Larsen's Settings of First-Person Texts by 
Women: "ME (Brenda Ueland)"; "Songs from Letters: Calamity Jane to her Daughter Janey"; 
"Try Me, Good King: Last Words of the Wives of Henry Vill"," DMA Diss., University of 
Cincinnati, 2004, 5. 
22 Zachary Woolfe, "A Newcomer's Auspicious Debut, Amid a More Eclectic Opera Scene," New 
York Times, http: I I www .nytimes.com I 2011 I 09 I 02 I arts I music/ opera-modemes-modem-tryst-
at-the-galapagos-art-space-review.html?_r=O [Accessed December 4, 2013]. 
23 David Gutman, "LARSEN: Symphony No.4, 'String Symphony'. Song of Light and Love. 
Songs from Letters," Gramophone Magazine, http:/ /libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentiD=278 
[December 4, 2013]. 
4 
residence with the Minnesota Orchestra in 1983, Larsen was the first female to 
hold such a position with a major orchestra. 24 Other residencies include the 
California Institute of the Arts, the Arnold Schoenberg Institute, the Philadelphia 
School of the Arts, the University of Cincinnati College-Conservatory of Music, 
the Charlotte Symphony, and the Colorado Symphony. The King's Singers, 
Benita Valente, Frederica von Stade, Suzanne Mentzer and the Cleveland String 
Quartet are among the prestigious ensembles and artists that have commissioned 
Larsen's music. Larsen is co-founder with Stephen Paulus of the influential 
Minnesota Composers' forum (now the American Composers' Forum), where 
she was a managing composer from 1973-1985.25 
Larsen's body of work reflects a fascination with the human voice. In 
addition to opera and choral works, she has written extensively for solo voice, 
including these popular song cycles: Try Me Good King, Me (Brenda Ueland), 
Cowboy Songs, Sonnets from the Portuguese, Songs from Letters, Love After 1950, and 
the Margaret Songs. Her interest in the women's perspective, the American West, 
and vernacular American music can be found throughout her song repertoire, 
and all of these themes are present in My Antonia. 
Larsen has just finished composing an opera based on the Madeleine 
L'Engle novel, A Wrinkle in Time, which will be premiered in 2014 by Fort Worth 
Opera.26 
24 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen- Press," Libby Larsen Website, 
http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentiD=222 [accessed December 15, 2013]. 
25 Cynthia Conner-Bess, "The use of a Five-Part Lens to Create Musical "Portraits" of the Five 
Queens in "Try Me, Good King" by Libby Larsen," (DMA Diss., West Virginia University, 2009), 
94. 
26 Libby Larsen interview. 
5 
II. Elements of Style 
During Larsen's years as a student at the University of Minnesota, various 
styles were emerging in American classical music. Minimalism was gaining 
interest; chance music, avant-garde, and serialism were already established styles 
within the classical genre. The accessible Aaron Copland and the post-Romantic 
Samuel Barber were giants of American music, and the mystique surrounding 
the music of Charles Ives continued to grow. And, of course, there was the music 
of Larsen's teachers, Fetler, Stokes and Argento. 
Larsen recalls pondering her musical direction: 
... when I was working on my doctorate I gave a lot of thought to music's 
communicative power. I wanted and still want to work to create music 
that communicates to intelligent, spiritual people, through both the 
emotions and the intellect.27 
Her songs in particular reflect this desire to connect with the audience on 
a spiritual, emotional and intellectual level. When asked why she chooses to set 
first-person female texts so frequently, Larsen mentions their "raw struggle 
toward honesty."28 As opposed to male texts, in which Larsen believes "emotions 
are held at arms length," a female author tends to "expose herself directly to the 
reader."29 Larsen intends to reflect this honesty in the music of her songs. 
Perhaps because Larsen believes in the communicative power of music, 
her music "springs from language of the people."30 Her examination of the 
27 Ray Tuttle, "Composer Libby Larsen: Letting the Music Speak for Her," Fanfare Magazine 24, no. 
6 (June, 2001). 22 
28 Susan Chastain, "A Conversation with Libby Larsen," IAWM Journal2 (February 1996): 5. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Matthew Balensuela, "Composer Emphasizes Rhythm in Her Music," From the Terre Haute 
Tribune-Star, http: I I mama.indstate.edu I users I swarens I larsen3.htm [accessed December 13, 
6 
rhythms and inflections of American speech patterns has led her to develop a 
writing style she believes is distinctly American.31 Larsen uses Jesse Jackson as an 
example of how American vernacular influences her music. She writes: 
... if you were to analyze the interval of his pitch range, the tempo 
variations and rhythms, you would find an extraordinary musicality, 
uniquely American. I strive to understand how these characteristics 
represent our American lives and emotions, and to use these elements in 
my music. This, I think, is what makes it "American."32 
Surprisingly, Larsen does not consider quintessential American 
composers like Aaron Copland or Charles Ives to have influenced her style. 
Rather, the commonalities between her music and the music of other American 
composers result from the fact that she draws inspiration from the same sources. 
She cites the "oral and aural culture that surrounds us [Americans]," and the 
"vastness of the country" as major influences.33 
Without a doubt, the "timeless flow" of chant, with its freedom of rhythm 
and lack of notated meter, strongly influenced Larsen.34 Developed even at an 
early age when she was singing chant, "an interest in words and rhythm and the 
ability to notate [them]" ignited her interest in composing.35 In her mature style, 
phrases "flowing across bar lines" are prominent, 36 and unmetered measures 
appear in many cycles like My Antonia and Songs from Letters." Larsen uses no bar 
lines at all in "Katherine of Aragon" from Try Me, Good King, so as to "never give 
2013]. 
31 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- On Music." 
32 Ibid. 
33 Libby Larsen interview. 
34 Richard Kessler, "Libby Larsen: Communicating Through Music," New Music Box: The Web 
Magazine of the American Music Center http: I I www .newmusicbox.org I articles I libby-larsen-
communicating-through-music [accessed November 30, 2013]. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Crall, "Context and Commission," 291 
D See figures 11 and 1, respectively. 
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the pianist or the singer the opportunity to place metered stress."38 Most 
importantly, chant inspired Larsen to find a style that emphasized the natural 
flow of rhythm in speech. 
Figure 1: "So Like Your Father's," from Songs from Letters, mm. 1-3 
1. So Like Your Father's (1880) 
II 
tl 
Freely, recitative 
quietly 
-------------------------------3 :::::::::;-.._ 
-
.. 
-
r- ---, 
-
I 
Qadetly 0=56) 
Jane-y,_ a let· ter came to- day and a pic· ture of you. ~ A . 
tl 
p ....-:--
I Pt: 
-1 
In her vocal writing, Larsen lets "the rhythm of the words, the varying 
length of phrases and the word emphasis dictate specific rhythm, phrase 
structure and melodic material."39 The first measure of "So like your father's" 
from Songs From Letters illustrates her attention to these details (see figure 1). The 
contour and the lilting rhythms of the vocal line mimic the inflection of American 
speech, so that "the words and phrases ... flow quite naturally, almost 
conversationally."40 
38 Angela Day, "A Performer's Guide to Libby Larsen's "Try Me, Good King: Last Words of the 
Wives of Henry VIII,"" (DMA Diss., Louisiana State University, 2008), 31-32. 
39 Libby Larsen, "Double Joy," The American Organist 18 (March 1984), 50. 
40 Ibid. 
8 
~sin Songs from Letters, which are settings of Calamity Jane's letters, 
Larsen tends to be "much more invigorated musically when working with 
prose."41 In many of her song cycles, like Try Me, Good King, Mary Cassatt, Songs 
from Letters, Me (Brenda Ueland), and Sifting through the Ruins, Larsen favors prose 
over poetry. Prose gives her songs a conversational quality, directly connecting 
singer and audience. 
Because of this desire to connect with the audience, Larsen values musical 
accessibility. She states: 
"I don't feel that composers have an obligation to write music that is 
accessible to the average person, but it's long been a desire of mine to do 
so. My own musical background is one of direct communication to the 
spirit through music. 42 
In order to create music that will connect with her audience, Larsen 
frequently uses diatonicism and pandiatonicism. As in the following excerpt 
from "White World" from Beloved, Thou Has Brought Me Many Flowers, Larsen 
often composes long stretches of music without any chromaticism (see figure 2). 
She also varies the degree of tonal clarity and the equality of pitches. At times, 
there is a clear tonal center, often reinforced with pedal tones in the bass (see 
figure 3). Other times scale degrees are used equally, without priority to any 
specific pitch, giving her music a truly pandiatonic feel (see figure 9). 
41 Secrest, '"'Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs","6. 
42 Tuttle, Fanfare Magazine, 22. 
9 
Figure 2: "White World" from Beloved, Thou Hast Brought Me Many Flowers, 
mm. 3-8. 
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Figure 3: "Bright Rails" from Margaret Songs, mm. 51-56 
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"White World," displays another of Larsen's most characteristic 
compositional devices: the use of modality and in particular, the Lydian scale.43 
Well-versed in church modes from her formative years singing chant, she 
continues to write music that is "vaguely modal."44 She notes, 
"The very way in which I think about music is really influenced from 
practicing chant all those years. The way I approach tonality is really 
much more modally based than it is keyboard harmonically based. The 
43 
"White World" is in F Lydian with a hint of pandiatonicism. 
44 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- On Music." 
11 
l 
-i 
way I approach writing for the voice, I think, is quite influenced by having 
sung chant for many, many years. 45 
In Gregorian chant, "pitches relate to each other by intervals and in 
reference to the tonus."46 Larsen typically eschews common practice harmonic 
progression in favor of an approach in which pitches relate to the tonic. Intervals 
have meaning and are often used in association with an idea. For example, 
Larsen uses a tritone in Songs from Letters to "represent Calamity Jane's struggle 
with herself," as the interval sounds "unsettled."47 Similarly, in the first and last 
songs of My Antonia, the tritone depicts the narrator's internal conflict. 
Perhaps Larsen's defining summer at the Twin Cities Institute for 
Talented Youth reinforced Larsen's sensitivity to intervals and their connotative 
possibilities. In the Hindemith system, intervals are ranked according to 
consonance, with octaves and fifths being the most consonant, and minor 
seconds and tritones being the most dissonant. Chords are similarly classified, 
with the main division between two sets of groups being the inclusion or 
exclusion of a tritone. 
However, Larsen does not confine herself to one system when composing, 
nor does diatonicism or modality always prevail. The composer employs various 
techniques, even serialism, "in service of instinct."48 Heavy chromaticism is 
common at moments when text indicates conflict or tension. One such example is 
mm. 43-44 of "The Empty Song" from Love After 1950, in which the singer 
45 Secrest, ""Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs"," 45-46. 
46 Libby Larsen, "Composing, Words, Music," in Teaching Music Through Performance in Choir, Vol. 
2, ed. by Heather J. Buchanon and Matthew M. Mehaffey (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2007) 101. 
47 Secrest, ""Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs"," 15. 
48 Libby Larsen interview. 
12 
laments her lost love as she reaches the end of the shampoo bottle that she and 
her lover once shared. A feeling of pain and resignation is captured in a series of 
nearly parallel descending chords, rife with clashing dissonance in the form of 
tritones and minor seconds.49 
Figure 4: "The Empty Song" from Love After 1950, mm. 43-44. 
43 
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Larsen's harmonies are often the product of horizontal rather than vertical 
writing, in which "the line comes first and the harmonies result."50 Her approach 
to counterpoint "is really more line against line than it is point against point,"51 
meaning that instead of a planned harmonic progression, incidental harmonies 
among lines dictate the harmonic flow of the piece. For example, Larsen uses a 
cantus firmus in each song of Try Me, Good King that runs parallel to the vocal 
line. Accompanying figures, bell tolls and other motives add layers of horizontal 
49 Janice W. Logan, "Libby Larsen's "Love After 1950", a Song Cycle for Mezzo-Soprano and 
Piano. A Stylistic and Interpretive Analysis," (DMA Diss., The University of Oklahoma, 2008), 47. 
50 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- On Music." 
51 Crall, "Context and Commissions," 291. 
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writing that create a rich harmonic texture. 
Larsen clearly values structure in her music. She state.s, "you have to 
know where you are going to end at the beginning. It has to be in the first four 
measures ... or forget it!"52 For this reason, Larsen's songs most commonly 
contain motives stated at the outset of the piece. For such a small-scale form, 
Larsen frequently derives all musical material for the song from motives. 
Gestures and motives commonly repeat in the piano in an ostinato pattern that 
propels the song forward. 
Commenting on one motive from Songs From Letters, Larsen explains, 
"Although I didn't write it down on my sketch pad and say, "Ah, this is 
the love motif," it just came, the perfection of a triad ... I am a great 
believer in the mystery of the triad. So for me, when I use, consciously use 
a triad, or even unconsciously use a triad, it can usually be traced back to 
some notion of perfection- true love or truth. It almost always can be 
traced back to a truth that is happening within the text or the character."53 
Historian Mary Ann Feldman provides an excellent and succinct 
summary of Larsen's style: 
"Adventurous without being self-consciously avant-garde ... Her style is 
noted for its energy, optimism, rhythmic diversity, colourful 
orchestration, liberated tonality without harsh dissonance, and pervading 
lyricism."54 
52 Boyer, "Musical Style and Gesture," 18. 
53 Secrest, ""Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs"," 28-29. 
54 Grove Music Online, s.v. Larsen [Reece], Libby [Elizabeth] (Brown) [accessed December 14, 
2013] . 
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III. Cather's Prairie 
The Europeans who first explored the prairie in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries discovered a strange and captivating land. In contrast to the 
familiar forests, rolling countrysides and cultivated land of Europe and eastern 
America, the prairie presented a landscape that was vast and daunting. Tallgrass 
six to eight feet in height occupied the bulk of the unbroken, levelland. Trees 
were scarce, clustered on the land closest to the creeks and watersheds that ran 
through the prairie.55 In all directions, the adventurer could see "an infinite vault 
of sky in a world reduced to three immensities: the grass below, the sky above, 
and the single horizon beyond."56 Upon viewing the prairie in 1842, Charles 
Dickens was so impressed by the monotony of the landscape that he dubbed it 
"the great blank."57 
The prairie's fertile land proved extremely enticing for early settlers. Over 
the course of thousands of years, the mass of decomposing tallgrass had become 
a rich, black soil, benefiting from the nitrogen-rich waste of large animals like 
bison.58 The soil and climate provided excellent conditions for farming. My 
Antonia mentions a score of crops harvested from the Nebraskan prairie: wheat, 
com, sorghum, plums, sunflowers, pumpkins, cherries, watermelons, white 
Christmas melons, yellow cucumbers, asparagus, squashes, grapes, apples, 
55 Aimee Larrabee, Last stand of the tall grass prairie, ed. by John Altman, (New York: 
Friedman/Fairfax, 2001), 50. 
56 John Madson, Where the sky began : land of the tall grass prairie, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1982), 
18. 
57 Madson, "Where the Sky Began," 17. 
58 Larrabee, "Last Stand," 30. 
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gooseberries, currants, and rye. Domesticated farm animals, wild rabbits and 
quail provided additional nourishment for the early settlers. 
With the Homestead Act of 1862, immigrants came in waves to collect the 
160 acres of land the government promised to those willing to work the land. 59 
The new transcontinental railroad provided a much more convenient access to 
the prairie expanse for these travelers. In addition to those relocating from 
Eastern America, the immigrants escaped the political turmoil of Germany, the 
famine of Scandinavia, and the religious persecution of Ukraine and Russia to 
find a new home on the prairie. 60 Upon settling the prairie, these pioneers braved 
the often-severe prairie conditions - the harsh blizzards and whiteout conditions 
of winter and the intensely hot summers - to find a better life. 
Born in 1873 in Red Ooud, Nebraska, Willa Cather grew up a child of the 
prairie. Her 1918 novel, My Antonia, is the final installment from the trio of books 
nicknamed the "prairie trilogy," following 0 Pioneers! and Song of the Lark. In My 
Antonia, Cather evokes in vivid detail the pre-industrialized prairie land of her 
youth in the last decades of the nineteenth century. At this time, the frontier had 
moved further west, and the shabby sod houses of the early settlers were being 
replaced by frame houses.61 By the end of the novel, the prairie is in the process 
of being converted to farmland, roads, cities, and towns. The tall bluestem 
grasses, long red grass {most likely switchgrass), and shorter buffalo grasses of 
the novel portray a land that now only exists on nature preserves. 
59 PBS, "Homes on the Prairie," http:/ /www.pbs.org/ktca/farmhouses/homes_greatwave.html 
[accessed December 12, 2013]. 
60 Larrabbe, "Last Stand," 87. 
61 James Woodress, "Historical Essay," in My Antonia (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1994), 374. 
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My Antonia is largely autobiographical. Red Cloud serves as the model for 
the fictional town of Black Hawk. Just like Jim, Cather had come west from 
Virginia to live with her grandfather on a farm. Many of the stories in My Antonia 
mirror incidents from Cather's youth. The timeline- Jim moves to Nebraska, 
subsequently moves to Black Hawk, attends the University of Nebraska and 
journeys to the East in adulthood- matches the chronology of Cather's life. 
Characters in the novel are based on real-life counterparts. Cather's 
neighbors, the Sadileks, provided the inspiration for the Shimerdas of the novel, 
though there is no record of Cather having met them while living on the prairie. 62 
Having come from a city in Bohemia, the patron of the Sadileks took his own life, 
overcome by the loneliness of the prairie. 63 Anna Sadilek- Antonia's counterpart 
-was "the embodiment of all her feelings about the early immigrants in the 
prairie country," whom Cather held in the greatest regard.64 Anna and Cather 
met after each moved into Red Cloud town. Anna's story had so moved Cather, 
that she seemed destined to write My Antonia." 
62 James Woodress, "Historical Essay," 373. 
63 1bid. 
64 Ibid., 378. 
65 Ibid. 
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IV. Synopsis of My Antonia, the novel 
In the introduction, an unnamed writer- perhaps meant to be Cather 
herself- recalls a chance encounter on a train with a childhood friend named Jim 
Burden. The narrator explains that the two grew up together in a small 
Nebraskan prairie town in the latter years of the nineteenth century. Now over 
forty years of age, Jim works as legal counsel for a railroad company and lives in 
New York City. Despite his current cosmopolitan lifestyle, Jim still holds the 
prairie dear in his heart and is able to "lose himself in those big Western 
dreams"66 of his youth. 
Their conversation turns to mutual friend Antonia Shimerda, whom Jim 
has just visited after many years without contact. They discuss how Antonia is 
the human embodiment of the prairie and agree to write down remembrances of 
their childhood friend. The five-book novel that follows is Jim's, as the unnamed 
author never fulfills her end of the bargain. 
Book I, the most substantial book of the novel, describes ten-year-old Jim 
Burden's first year on the prairie. Orphaned after the death of his parents, Jim is 
sent by train from Virginia to live with his grandparents on a large farm estate in 
Black Hawk, Nebraska. Remembering the sight of the farmhouse for the first 
time, Jim writes: 
There, along the western sky-line it skirted a great cornfield, much larger 
than any field I had ever seen. This cornfield, and the sorghum patch 
behind the barn, were the only broken land in sight. Everywhere, as far as 
the eye could reach, there was nothing but rough, shaggy, red grass, most 
of it as tall as 1... 
66 Willa Cather, My Antonia, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), xi. 
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As I looked about me I felt that the grass was the country, as the water is 
the sea. The red of the grass made all the great prairie the colour of 
winestains, or of certain seaweeds when they are first washed up. And 
there was so much motion in it; the whole country seemed, somehow, to 
be running.67 
The Shimerda family, traveling west on the same train as Jim, had saved 
up enough money to move from the old country and purchase a small prairie 
claim: a shabby patch of land not ideal for farming with a cave of a dwelling "no 
better than a badger hole."68 They are the first Bohemian settlers in Black Hawk, 
joining a group of European immigrants that include German, Russian, Danish 
and Norwegian communities. Antonia, the eldest daughter, aged fourteen, is the 
only member of the family who speaks any English. 
Antonia immediately seeks out Jim's friendship, though she is four years 
his senior. At their first meeting, they run through the fields of the prairie 
together, all the while Jim teaches Antonia English words. Antonia comes to 
view Jim like a little brother, until the day Jim immediately elevates himself to 
equal status after bludgeoning a threatening rattlesnake with a spade. 
My Antonia continues as a series of episodes centered on Jim and Antonia, 
and on the larger relationship between the Burdens and the Shimerdas. Winter 
strikes the Shimerdas particularly hard, as they are caught unprepared for the 
harshness of the coldest months on the prairie. When the Shimerdas run 
dangerously low on supplies, the Burdens bring their Bohemian neighbors food. 
Not wanting to be seen as beggars, the Shimerdas only reluctantly accept the 
67 My Antonia, 14--15. 
68 Ibid., 20. 
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offering. The Burdens observe sympathetically how difficult conditions cause 
Mrs. Shimerda to be prideful and Mr. Shimerda to sink into depression. 
After a blizzard on Jim's eleventh birthday, the bitter conditions of the 
prairie in winter prove to be too much for Mr. Shimerda. A skilled worker and 
musician in the old country, Shimerda feels helpless against the mighty and 
unfamiliar elements of the prairie. When he commits suicide, Antonia is 
understandably devastated. 
Spring brings great relief for the Shimerdas, and the neighbors help to 
build the family a log house. In her father's absence, Antonia helps her older 
brother Ambrosch by working the fields. Jim and the Burdens are concerned 
about what effect the heavy labor, ordinarily reserved for men, might have on 
Antonia. They observe that her "nice ways" are being replaced by "rough 
ones."69 As school starts up again, Jim sees less of Antonia, who "ain't got time to 
leam."70 
Tension between the families grows when Mr. Burden's farmhand, Jake, 
and Ambrosch Shimerda get into an altercation. Ambrosch kicks Jake after a 
confrontation about a borrowed horse collar and Jake responds by punching 
Ambrosch in the head. In the ensuing commotion, Antonia tells Jim she'll "never 
like [him] no more ... " 71 Mrs. Shimerda threatens to report the incident and places 
all blame on Jake, but Mr. Burden takes the high road, sending Jake into town 
with ten dollars payment in advance of a fine. 
69 Ibid., 121. 
70 Ibid., 118. 
71 Ibid., 124. 
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Over time, the relationship between the families is mended. Mr. Burden 
hires Antonia to help with the housework and Ambrosch to help with the 
fieldwork. He even forgives the Shimerdas' debt for the milk cow he had sold 
them. Mrs. Shimerda, for her part, knits Jake a pair of socks as a peace offering. 
Antonia and Jim spend the summer together exploring the prairie. 
Book II, "The Hired Girls," begins three years later, and the Burdens have 
moved into Black Hawk town. Antonia soon takes up work as a cook for the 
Harling family in town. She enjoys dancing and telling stories and quickly 
becomes part of the family. Lena Lingard, a hired girl for Mrs. Thomas, the 
dressmaker, attracts Jim's attention and they begin to spend a good deal of time 
together. Antonia cautions Jim to be wary of Lena: she "had put Ole Benson out 
of his head" by letting him watch her work the fields while "scantily dressed."72 
The churchgoing folk did not approve, and Benson's insane wife threatened Lena 
with a com knife. 
In the following summer, a family of Italians opens up a dancing pavilion, 
which soon becomes the main attraction in town. Jim has little interest in 
socializing with the more respectable boys or girls his age. Instead he takes to 
dancing with the hired girls like Tiny Soderball, Lena and Antonia, who now 
goes by the nickname of Tony. By and large, the community disapproves of the 
dancing, and Mr. Harling gives Antonia an ultimatum: either give up dancing or 
find another job. The eighteen-year-old Antonia decides that a young girl"has 
72 Ibid., 160. 
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got to take her good times when she can."73 She leaves the Harlings to work for 
Wick Cutter in order to continue frequenting the dances. 
Lena and Tony become central figures in Jim's budding sexuality. With 
Lena, he feels "restless ... as one does with the heat of a soft, sultry summer 
day."74 Lena lets Jim kiss her good night after the dances. He has a repeating 
dream about her in which they kiss after Lena has come in from reaping the 
harvest in the field. His attraction to Lena is strong and sexually motivated. 
Jim's relationship with Antonia is more nuanced. For most of his life, she 
has been like a sister. One night, he asks Antonia for a kiss after walking her 
home and is admonished when his kiss is more romantic than what she 
expected. Jim wishes that he could dream about Antonia in the same way he 
dreams about Lena, but he never does. Jim and Antonia's relationship remains 
platonic, despite his desire to feel something more. 
At his high school graduation, Jim gives a rousing commencement speech 
dedicated to Antonia's father. Antonia is overwhelmed and grateful. Book II 
ends with Jim studying for college. He will attend the University of Nebraska in 
the fall. 
Mentored by the inspirational professor, Gaston Cleric, Jim is a diligent 
and focused college student at the beginning of book III. Everything changes 
when Lena Lingard, recently moved to Lincoln, visits him during his sophomore 
year. She is now a successful dressmaker in the city and brings news of Antonia's 
recent engagement to Larry Donovan. Jim replies that he does not like Larry and 
73 Ibid., 201. 
74 Ibid., 216. 
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Lena insinuates that Larry is not treating Antonia as a fiance should. However, 
as Lena points out, "once [Antonia] likes people, she won't hear anything against 
them."75 
Jim and Lena begin a romantic relationship and become close. However, 
Lena is aloof and, as the adult Jim reminisces, "she always kissed one as if she 
were sadly and wisely sending one away forever." 76 When the subject of 
marriage casually comes up in conversation, Lena lets Jim know she will never 
marry. 
Jim's attention has drifted from the university. When Gaston Cleric is 
offered a position at Harvard, he asks Jim to come with him. Jim wisely accepts, 
ending his ill-fated relationship with Lena and beginning a new chapter of his 
life. 
In Book IV, Jim visits Black Hawk for a summer between undergraduate 
studies and law school. He learns Larry Donovan deserted Antonia before their 
wedding day, leaving her pregnant and unprovided for. Antonia's daughter is 
now two years old and much adored by her mother, who is living in the country 
and working for her brother, Ambrosch. 
Upon their reunion, Jim and Antonia's connection returns instantly and 
powerfully. He tells her: 
""Do you know, Antonia, since I've been away, I think of you more often 
than of anyone else in this part of the world. I'd have liked to have you for 
a sweetheart, or a wife, or my mother or my sister-anything that a 
woman can be to a man. The idea of you is a part of my mind; you 
75 Ibid., 260. 
76 Ibid., 285. 
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influence my likes and dislikes, all my tastes, hundreds of times when I 
don't realize it. You really are a part of me."" 77 
Yet, their lives are disparate: Antonia's existence is inseparable from the prairie 
and Jim is now a lawyer-in-training in Cambridge. He promises to come back. 
They know that no matter the distance, they will be in each other's hearts. 
Book V begins twenty years later, as Jim finally fulfills his promise to visit 
Antonia. He discovers that Antonia has married a fellow Bohemian named 
Anton Cuzak and is now the matriarch of a large family. Their life is simple. 
Money is scarce, but their farm outside of Black Hawk and the loving family 
inside are the realization of Antonia's childhood dreams. 
Jim also finds that he is a fixture in the Cuzak household, despite having 
never visited. Antonia has passed on the stories of her childhood, including the 
many adventures that she and Jim shared. The children know the Burden 
farmhands by name, and are particularly taken with the story of Jim killing the 
rattler. One of the Cuzak boys, a precocious twelve-year-old named Leo, makes 
an immediate impression on Jim. In Leo, Jim recognizes the same wild and naive 
spirit he had as a boy growing up on the Nebraskan prairie, which has stayed 
with him throughout the years. 
Mter leaving the Cuzak's, Jim knows his visits to Black Hawk will be 
more frequent. He even makes plans to take Cuzak and the boys on a hunting 
trip. Jim will now be more than just a photograph and a series of memories; he 
will return to make memories with the Cuzaks and Antonia. 
77 Ibid., 312. 
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V. Larsen's setting of My Antonia 
Libby Larsen's My Antonia is a seven-song cycle for high voice and piano 
with a libretto adapted by the composer from the Willa Cather novel. The cycle 
was commissioned by soprano Jane Dressler at Kent State University, with 
funding from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Ohio Arts Council and 
the Nebraska Arts Council. Dressler and pianist Linda Jones premiered My 
Antonia on June 19th, 2000. Larsen prefers a tenor voice, however, since the story 
is told through the eyes of the male character, Jim.78 She states: 
I have an ideal voice in my brain when I'm working on a piece. I knew 
Antonia was going to be premiered by a soprano but I hear it as a tenor, so 
I had two ideal voices in my brain. I compose the notes I want for the 
piece, and I generally zero in on a vocal tessitura, a range.79 
Libby Larsen draws inspiration from prose, which "creates extraordinarily 
interesting melody especially when dealing with American English."8° For 
Larsen, there is an inherent musicality in the "rhythmic freedom and honest 
emotion" of prose. 81 Hence, many of her most popular song cycles, like Me 
(Brenda Ueland), Try Me, Good King, and Songs from Letters, are prose settings. One 
of her teachers, Dominick Argento, whose many prose settings include the 
Pulitzer Prize-winning From the Diary of Virginia Woolf, is a clear influence in this 
regard. 
78 Libby Larsen, interview by author via telephone, Larsen residence, Minneapolis, MN, 
December 18, 2013. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Secrest, ""Songs from Letters" and "Cowboy Songs"," 6. 
81 Julie Barol-Gilmore, '"'Beloved, Thou Hast Brought Me Many Flowers" and "Sifting through 
the Ruins": An Analysis of Two Chamber Song Cycles by Libby Larsen," (DMA Diss., University 
of Nevada, Las Vegas, 2010), 6. 
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My Antonia is clearly too long a novel to set to music in its entirety. Larsen 
had to significantly narrow the scope of the novel in order to accomplish the 
difficult task of whittling down a full-length novel to seven songs only seventeen 
minutes in total length. Focusing on Jim Burden's journey, both physical and 
spiritual, the composer created a series of reminiscences of Jim's early life in 
Black Hawk. At the heart of Jim's journey is his relationship with the beautiful 
Bohemian girl, Antonia Shimerda. Other characters are mentioned -Jim's 
grandmother in "Antonia"; Antonia's father in "Landscape II: Winter" and 
"Landscape IV: Sunset"; and Lena Lingard, Tiny Soder ball, the three Bohemian 
Marys and the four Danish girls in "The Hired Girls" -but each cursory 
reference always relates to the relationship between Jim and his first love, 
Antonia. 
Larsen's other focus for the song cycle is the prairie, which looms as an 
ever-present character in the novel. The composer meant the cycle to be "a kind 
of moving landscape," in which the various sounds and music of the prairie 
determine the character of the music.82 Thus, four of the seven songs have the 
word "landscape" in their title, wherein the composer pays particular attention 
to the landscape of the prairie and creates a sound world that embodies the 
setting of the story. The other three songs," Antonia," "The Hired Girls," and 
"Antonia in the Field," focus on Jim and Antonia's relationship, but the prairie is 
a constant third character in the cycle. 
The timeline of the cycle switches between the adult Jim mentioned in the 
82 Wascoe, "My Antonia," 21. 
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introduction and book V, and the young Jim and Antonia of books I and II. 
Books Ill and IV, in which Antonia and Jim live in separate locations, are 
virtually ignored by the composer, save for a few choice poetic lines. Thus, 
Larsen chooses to focus on the golden days of Jim's youth: his first three years on 
the prairie. Larsen's choice reinforces the epitaph of the novel, "Optima dies ... 
prima fugit," or "the best days are the first to flee," by emphasizing Jim's sense of 
longing for his boyhood years. 
Instead of selecting complete passages from Cather's novel to set, Larsen 
weaves fragments of text together into poems for the song cycle. This hybrid 
form, in which prose is used to create poetry, is a different approach from the 
text setting in other Larsen cycles. In Me (Brenda Ueland) for example, the 
composer selects whole or minimally edited passages from the author's 
autobiography for each song. By contrast, My Antonia has a greater amount of 
textual reworking by means of condensing, reordering, and even inserting text 
original to the composer to allow for an understandable and flowing poem. 
"Antonia in the Field" provides a great example of Larsen's process for 
creating a poem from prose (see Figure 5). The words in parenthesis in Figure 5 
are the composer's original words. 
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Figure 5: Text selection for "Antonia in the Field" 
Larsen's Poem 
When the sun was dropping low 
Antonia came up (from the fields) 
How much older she (was,) 
a tall girl, a strong girl. 
"Jim!" she greeted me. 
We chatted a moment, 
(Oh, she was beautiful!) 
Sunburned 
With her blouse open at the neck 
And her throat plastered with dust. 
My Antonia! 
Cather's Original Text 
When the sun was dropping low, Antonia came up the big 
south draw with her team. How much older she had 
grown in eight months! She had come to us a child, 
and now she was a tall, strong young girl, although her 
fifteenth birthday had just slipped by ... 
She greeted me gaily, and began at once to tell me how 
much ploughing she had done that day. Ambrosch, 
she said, was on the north quarter, breaking sod with 
the oxen. 
'lim, you ask Jake how much he ploughed to-day. I 
don't want that Jake get more done in one day than 
me. I want we have very much com this fall.' ... 
. . . She was out in the fields from sunup until sundown. 
If I rode over to see her where she was ploughing, she 
stopped at the end of a row to chat (or a moment, then 
gripped her plough-handles, clucked to her team, and 
waded on down the furrow, making me feel that she 
was now grown up and had no time for me .. . 
. . . Whenever I saw her come up the furrow, shouting 
to her beasts, sunburned, sweaty, her dress open at the 
neck, and her throat and chest dust-plastered, I used to 
think of the tone in which poor Mr. Shimerda, who 
could say so little, yet managed to say so much when 
he exclaimed, 'My Antonia!' 
Not only is some of the above text altered, but the meaning of the words 
are transformed. In book I, chapter xvii, Jim and his grandmother lament the fact 
that Antonia is having to work such hard manual labor after the suicide of her 
father leaves the family in need of more hands in the field. Jim notices that 
Antonia is losing her feminine ways, noting that her neck "came up strongly out 
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of her shoulders, like the bole of a tree out of the turf." 83 Larsen recontextualizes 
her poem, painting Antonia as the ideal prairie woman: strong, but beautiful. 
The selected fragments of prose in My Antonia are sometimes full 
sentences, like the opening of "Landscape II: Winter," which begins, "Winter 
comes down savagely on little towns on the prairie." (Slightly altered from the 
Cather line that begins Book II, chapter vi: "Winter comes down savagely over a 
little town on the prairie.") Other times, Larsen picks phrases, images, or even 
single words from different sentences, chapters or books and appends them into 
one stanza. For example, the third stanza of "Landscape I: From the Train": 
As the train flashed, 
We were talking 
of windy springs 
and blazing summers 
and fall afternoons when the prairie was like the bush 
that burned with fire. 
The first two lines come from the introduction, the next two from book IV, 
chapter iii, and the final two from book I, chapter vi. "Fall afternoons" are the 
composers own words, inserted to assign each image a season. By contrast, the 
text for the first stanza comes solely from one chapter - the introduction- but it 
is similarly reshaped and condensed to create the alliterative line, ''buried in 
wheat in burning summers beneath a brilliant sky."84 
With the exception of "Antonia in the Field," each poem contains text 
from multiple chapters. For example, "Landscape I: From the Train" has text 
83 My Antonia, 118. 
84 W ascoe, "My Antonia," 24-25. 
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from the introduction; Book I, chapter i; Book I, chapter vi; Book N, chapter iii; 
and Book N, chapter iv.85 
In a few instances, spoken text is reassigned to someone other than the 
original speaker in the novel. For example, "Antonia" begins with the train 
conductor, rather than Jim's traveling companion, Jake Marpole, telling Jim 
about the Bohemian girl riding in a different car. Since Jake is not mentioned in 
the rest of the song cycle, it was easier to assign the spoken lines to a train 
conductor than to explain Marpole' s relationship to Jim. Similarly, in Cather's 
My Antonia, it is Anson Kirkpatrick that inquires, "Now, you're Lena, are you? 
And you're Tony and you're Mary. Have I got you all straight?" This same line, 
which begins Larsen's song, "The Hired Girls," makes no mention as to who 
speaks the line. Presumably, it is Jim, who is being playful with the hired girls 
whom he has known for years. In the context of the song, trying to explain 
concisely Anson Kirkpatrick's relationship to the girls would be too difficult. 
In their concision and vivid imagery, Larsen's poems are ideal for musical 
setting. Selecting the fragments of text that inspired her, Larsen only uses 
phrases that capture her subjects with an inherent musicality. In this regard, her 
textual approach is both inventive and practical. 
85 A list of sources for each line in the song cycle can be found in appendix A. 
30 
VI. Song Analysis 
i. Landscape I: From the Train 
Unlike the introduction of Cather's novel, which is written by an 
unnamed author, the song "Landscape I: From the Train" begins with narration 
by the adult Jim Burden. The first vocal entrance comes after a brief one-measure 
introduction, which plunges the listener into a conversation. The opening words 
of the poem, "We were talking ... ," invoke the sense that Jim is in the middle of 
recalling the details of his discussion with another passenger aboard the flashing 
train. 
Larsen's poem contains four stanzas, each a distinct memory or series of 
memories from Jim's second decade of life. The first stanza invokes the memory 
of being immersed in the prairie wheat of the summer. The next stanza recalls 
the stark, oppressive prairie winters. The third stanza is a collection of images of 
spring, summer and fall on the prairie. The final stanza is Jim's memory of 
Antonia. 
Consequently, "Landscape I: from the train," has four sections, each 
section corresponding to a stanza (see figure 6). As each stanza begins with an 
image of the train flashing through the countryside and segues to one of Jim's 
memories, so too does each section begin with the same music whereupon the 
musical content diverges to reflect the character of each memory. 
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Figure 6: Form of ''Landscape 1: From the Train" with Corresponding Imagery 
A Section: mm. 1-7 (stanza 1) 
a 
b 
mm.1-4 
mm.5-7 
Train 
Burning summers buried in wheat 
A' Section: mm. 8-15 (stanza 2) 
a mm. 8-11 Train 
b mm. 12-15 Blustery winters 
A" Section: mm. 16-23 (stanza 3) 
a mm. 16-19 Train 
b mm. 20-23 Spring, summer and fall on the prairie 
Recitative m.24 
A"' Section: mm. 25-36 (stanza 4) 
a mm. 25-28 Train 
b mm. 29-36 Boyhood and Antonia 
The song begins with a piano motive evocative of the train that Jim is 
taking across the country (see figure 7). The motive stays in the bass register, 
spanning Db2 to F3, suggestive of the low rumblings of the train. The fact that 
the motive is repeated in an ostinato pattern further illustrates the relentless, 
steady motion of the train. 
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Figure 7: "Landscape 1: From the Train," mm. 1-2 
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The intervallic properties of the motive help to paint a cold, mechanical 
train. Larsen makes use of four members of a whole-tone scale, featuring two 
tritones between B and F and D-flat and G. A descending, chromatic passing tone 
between Db3 and B2 at the end of the motive adds further dissonance. Coupled 
with the low register, this dissonant train motive sonnds ominous. With low D-
flats falling on the strong part of each beat, Larsen creates a tonic pedal that 
establishes D-flat as the tonal center. 
In addition to being a musical device, the train symbolizes two forces that 
stand in antagonism to Jim. First, it is a symbol of the relentlessness of time. 
Larsen thinks of time "as always moving forward with no end, only arrival on a 
progressive continuum."86 For Jim, going back to his beloved, idealized youth on 
the prairie is impossible. Larsen's insertion of the line "Oh, I wish I was a boy 
again" -taken from the end of book IV- is a clever acknowledgement that 
although Jim works for the railroad and is currently riding on a train back 
through the prairie, he cannot reverse time. He can only hold on to his memories 
86 Libby Larsen interview. 
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like the flashes of the prairie he sees through the window of his train. 
Second, the train symbolizes technology and progress. The hard steel and 
steam engines of the train stand in opposition to the teams of oxen and the horse-
drawn carriages of Jim's youth. Upon his return to visit Antonia in Black Hawk, 
which chronologically has occurred just before Jim's train ride in "Landscape I: 
From the Train," Jim observes that technology has advanced the town beyond 
what it was during his youth. Old roads have been paved over during highway 
surveys, and Antonia's eldest daughter even owns a Ford car. Jim feels anxious 
when he sees Black Hawk's changing landscape, and his residence in 
progressive, metropolitan New York City offers little alleviation. 
The entrance of the vocal line immediately illustrates the conflict between 
Jim and the train. Jim's opening phrase outlines a C minor triad and implies a 
half cadence on the dominant, as a B - the leading tone of C minor - prevails. Yet 
the train motive in the piano does not budge from aD-flat tonality. The half-step 
tension between the D-flat and C tonalities clearly illustrates the disparity 
between Jim's idealized prairie and the rumbling, mechanical train upon which 
he travels. 
Throughout the first stanza, the vocal line remains in C minor, and the 
piano stays affixed to a D-flat whole-tone scale. There is, however, some 
exchange between the parts. For example, there is the addition of an E-flat to the 
piano part in m. 3 - common to both the D-flat whole-tone scale and the C minor 
scale - immediately after the vocal line sings it. The vocal line contains two 
descending D-flats, as if the train affects Jim's state of mind. Measure five 
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contains D-flats and D naturals in both parts, the right hand of the piano doubles 
the voice in octaves, the rhythms slow, and it seems as if the piano might give in 
to the voice. Yet, the train motive roars on in the piano in m. 6, and Jim's line 
ends again on an implied half cadence with a leading-tone B. The listener is left 
with the impression that Jim is not able to leave the present and fully envision 
the fields of wheat mentioned in the text. 
No Fs or Gs are present in measure seven, softening the sonorities by 
eliminating the tritones between D-flat and G and B and F that characterize the 
menacing train of the first six measures. The A-flats in the right hand of the piano 
on the downbeat of m. 7 foreshadow a move from the whole-tone pitch collection 
of the previous measures to a warmer, D-flat major tonality in the next measure. 
Here, in m. 8, the voice part joins the piano, outlining a D-flat major chord as 
Jim's mind flashes to another memory. However, the memories and the major 
tonality are fleeting as m. 9 reverts toaD-flat whole-tone scale. 
With Jim's "childhood in a little prairie town" at odds with the train 
ostinato in the piano part, mm. 9-11 proceed in similar fashion to the parallel 
lines of stanza 1 in mm. 2-4. But the pounding, steady rhythms of the piano halt 
in m. 12 and for the first time, Jim's memory is more than just a flash. A breath 
mark separates measures eleven and twelve and a new sound world emerges: a 
vivid four-measure depiction of the "blustery winters" on the prairie (see figure 
8). 
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Figure 8: "Landscape 1: From the Train," mm. 12-15 
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The chord on the downbeat of m. 12 also uses the whole-tone scale. 
However, for the first time in the song an A-natural appears and with particular 
prominence as the root of the sonority, doubled in the right hand. The top note of 
the treble is outside of the scale: a D-natural instead of a D-flat. Coupled with a 
register shift from bass to treble, the sustained, rolled chord establishes a new 
color evoking the prairie winter, with a more dream-like sound than the train 
music of prior measures. Harsh, dissonant intervals follow, including a tritone on 
beat 4 of m. 12 between D3 in the left hand of the piano and G#3 in the voice, and 
a minor second in m. 13 between Eb2 in the left hand and ES in the right hand. 87 
The piano part in this section has a static quality with longer rhythms than the 
triplet sixteenth notes of prior measures, reinforcing the "feeling that the world 
was left behind." 
Spanning from the bottom note of the piano (AO) to D6, the range of the 
piano greatly increases on both ends during the winter music of mm. 12- 15. 
87 The octave designation of pitches for the voice part will correspond to the sounding pitch for a 
tenor voice. Thus, a written G#4 sounds an octave lower (G#3). A soprano voice would sing the 
pitch in the written octave (G#4). 
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This large range paints the expansiveness of the prairie, particularly in the winter 
months when the entire landscape becomes an open, white canvas. Observing 
the "lontano" expression marking in the voice part of m. 14 enhances the feeling 
of the prairie's vastness. 
In m. 16, the train motive returns and continues for the next four 
measures, as if Jim is suddenly jolted from his memories back to the present. M. 
20 begins a series of Jim's memories of the prairie during different seasons: 
"windy springs and blazing summers and fall afternoons when the prairie was 
like the bush that burned with fire" (see figure 9). Here, Larsen employs the 
diatonicism that characterizes much of the music of the cycle. Further, mm. 20 -
22 use a scale with no flats or sharps in pandiatonic fashion. No true tonal center 
is established in these measures, little hierarchy is given to specific notes within 
the scale, and triads proceed without any harmonic function. For example, while 
F's and As are accented in the left hand of measure 20, hinting at F major, the 
right hand has the chords A, G, E and F proceeding in a non-functional manner. 
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Figure 9: "Landscape 1: From the Train," mm. 20-22 
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The result is a vivid and energetic sound, replete with cascading planed 
diatonic chords in the right hand and running triplet sixteenth notes in the left. In 
sheer contrast to the dull grays of the preceding train music, this new prairie 
music sounds like a wash of bright colors indicative of the "windy springs, " 
"blazing summers/' and the "miles of copper-red grass" in the fall. 88 A shift in 
the pattern of the accompaniment for each measure subtly delineates each season 
while keeping a consistent "prairie" sound. 
88 My Antonia, 38. 
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In measure twenty-three, a change to E-flat with both the lowered seventh 
of the Mixolydian mode and the raised fourth of the Lydian mode adds another 
splash of color to the prairie landscape (see figure 10). The measure ends with 
three-note chord clusters and a right-hand tremolo figure on beats three and four 
to symbolize "the bush that burned with fire." The voice, which had previously 
remained in the middle register, now soars to a G4, adding intensity to parallel 
the increased movement in the piano. 
Figure 10: "Landscape 1: From the Train," m. 23 
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The E natural in the right hand is an error. It should be an E flat. 90 
Measure twenty-four illustrates a common compositional technique of 
Larsen's. Marked "freely, recitative," Larsen drops the piano accompaniment, 
leaving the voice exposed. Both the rhythm and pitch inflection are speechlike 
(see figure 11). In many of her songs- including later songs in My Antonia- the 
composer "will often, at the most important times, emotional times ... move 
90 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen- My Antonia," 
http:/ /libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentiD=241&profileiD=1356&startRange=, [accessed 
March 1, 2014]. 
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toward a single voice and let the singer sing alone" in an effort to highlight the 
words.91 For example, in m. 24, the adult Jim sums up his entire mindset for the 
song: "Oh, I wish I could be a little boy again." By stripping the texture down, 
Larsen ensures that this line receives additional stress, and the unaccompanied 
voice becomes a contrasting texture to the rest of the song. The line is further 
emphasized, since it is the song's only line not part of a larger stanza.92 
91 Secrest, ""Songs From Letters" and "Cowboy Songs"," 46. 
92 There is a similar instance of Larsen's proclivity for using this recitative-like compositional 
technique at important moments in her cycle, Try Me, Good King: Last Words of the Wives of Henry 
VIII. The last measure of "Anne Boleyn" contains the text, "I hear the executioner's good and my 
neck is so little," purportedly spoken by the fallen queen before her execution. 
86A ( ~ Jlli.~'-- ···············k··-·· ···1<·· ···T--······i< ··········"-·····:.;.:::::!~4.-
tu1d my neck ~ so lit - tie. 
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The piano part comes to a halt at the beginning of the measure, holding a B4 in the right hand 
and a Gl in the left, and the singer is left to utter the final words in near silence. Instead of 
attempting a musical portrayal of the beheading as in Berlioz's Symphonie Fantastique, Larsen 
chooses this more direct approach. In an interview with Angela Day, Larsen requests "that the 
singer not linger on the last syllable but to execute it quickly and let the silence speak for itself." 
Here, Larsen trusts in the power of silence and in the ability of the voice to be both expressive 
and impactful. 
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Figure 11: "Landscape 1: From the Train," m. 24 
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The train motive in "Landscape 1: From the Train" returns in m. 25 as Jim 
is snapped back into the present and we are again journeying away from the 
prairie. Like the first stanza, the piano part for the entire section stays in D-flat. 
However, whereas in the first stanza the voice remains in C minor and there is 
only a subtle interplay between the parts, in the last stanza voice and piano are in 
tonal agreement in D-flat from m. 29 to the end (see figure 12). The piano part 
also switches from whole tone to a Lydian mode, and for the first time the train 
ostinato is confined to the pitches of the Lydian scale. Thus, the train motive is 
now connected to the "windy springs and blazing summers" of Jim's youth, as if 
he has reconciled his past and present. After visiting Antonia, Jim is clearly 
reinvigorated by the sight of her happy existence on the prairie. 
In mm. 29-36, the piano keeps the left-hand rhythmic pattern, the pedal 
tones and the octave leap of the original train motive, but the absence of any 
tritone or minor second softens the texture. Chord clusters in the right hand 
recall them. 23 image of the ruddy color of the prairie in the fall and hint at the 
pentatonic clusters that will later dominate the texture of "Landscape ill: Prairie 
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Spring." The piano accompaniment is clearly still indicative of the train and its 
steady, unrelenting forward motion, but it is now combined with the diatonicism 
of the prairie to indicate that Jim's mind is at ease. The train is now a vehicle that 
will expedite future trips to Black Hawk. 
Figure 12: "Landscape 1: From the Train," mm. 32-33, Antonia motive 
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Mm. 32-33 contains the first of several iterations of the Antonia motive, 
which occur throughout the cycle when Antonia's name is sung (see figure 12). 
Though it appears in variation, the motive is characterized by an ascending 
octave leap in an eighth-note rhythm, followed by a descent to longer notes. 
Most commonly, as is the case here, the highest note of the motive descends by 
the interval of a fourth. In its use of a leap into the high register and of only three 
pitches and four perfect consonances - the unison, fourth, fifth and octave - this 
motive characterizes Antonia's strength and Jim's high regard for his childhood 
friend. Also, the octave interval of the motive suggests the open prairie, which 
Jim will forever attach to Antonia in his memories. 
42 
The last five measures of the piano part contain a repeating figure the 
duration of a quarter note. There is a two-bar crescendo that peaks at fortissimo 
on the downbeat of m. 34 as the voice is cutting off, as if the train overwhelms 
Jim's memories one last time. In the final three measures, a gradual decrescendo 
and a non ritardando depict the train moving steadily into the distance. It is 
evident that though the song ends, the train continues east, carrying Jim away 
from his beloved prairie. 
A look at the overall key scheme of "Landscape 1: From the Train" shows 
a clear distinction between Jim's train journey at present and his flashbacks to the 
prairie (see figure 13). The present is always represented by the conflicting key 
areas of D-flat whole tone in the piano and c minor in the voice. The ensuing key 
change that leads to the second half of each section captures Jim's state of mind. 
At first, he is unable to fully envision the summer prairie wheat of his youth, and 
hence the tonality in the first section does not stray from the struggle between D-
flat whole tone and c minor. The second section moves to a wintry prairie sound 
- foreshadowing the tonality of "Landscape II: Winter" -yet still has hints of the 
whole-tone scale and the minor second intervals that define the train music. The 
third section, purely diatonic with no sharps and flats, is a step further away 
from the flats of both c minor and D-flat whole tone, as Jim's memories become 
clearer. Finally, Larsen transforms the present, with the train music and the vocal 
line in agreement in D-flat Lydian, as if Jim's memories are now a part of his 
present life after his trip to visit Antonia.93 
93 
"Bright Rails," from the Margaret Songs provides us with an example of a Larsen train motive 
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Figure 13: "Landscape 1: From the Train" Key Scheme 
Section Train Memory 
A (mm.1-7) D-flat whole tone I c 7 D-flat whole tone I c 
A' (mm. 8-15) D-flat whole tone/ c 7 Tonal centers on a, then g 
A" (mm. 16-23) D-flat whole tone I c 7 Pandiatonic (no sharps or 
flats), then Eb 
A"' (mm. 25-36) D-flat whole tone I c D-flat Lydian 
ii. Antonia 
Although "Landscape I: From the Train" has a definite end, there is a clear 
connection to the second song, "Antonia." The former ends with forty-year-old 
Jim headed back to New York; "Antonia" begins with the ten-year-old Jim 
that conjures up a much different mood. Like "Landscape I: From the Train," "Bright Rails" 
contains a piano ostinato "evoking the wheels of a train," as Larsen writes in the introductory 
notes to the Margaret Songs' score. However, set in diatonic E-flat Dorian, the "Bright Rails" train 
is not nearly as menacing or dissonant as the one found in "Landscape I: From the Train." There 
is no question as to the tonal center, and the B-flat to E-flat motion of the first two notes of the 
vocal line creates a settled feeling. Further, the 9 I 8 meter and off-beat ~yncopations in the right 
hand of the piano provide a softer, lilting quality absent from the My Antonia train. 
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The opening line, "How smoothly the train runs beyond the Missouri," implies the 
tranquility in Margaret's heart that is missing when she is back East. Larsen intensifies this 
feeling with music that is evocative of the prairie. In "Landscape I: From the Train," Larsen uses 
modality in sections depicting the prairie in opposition to the whole-tone train. Similarly, in 
"Bright Rails" the mode of E-flat Dorian is part of a prairie sound. In addition, Larsen uses a wide 
spacing in the piano part to illustrate the vastness of the prairie. The top and bottom notes of the 
P,iano are three octaves and a fifth apart, compared with the more tightly spaced tenth of the My 
Antonia train motive. 
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aboard a train bound for the Nebraska prairie. The link between the closely 
related keys of D-flat Lydian in "Landscape I" and the momentary G-flat Lydian 
at the beginning of the second song furthers the bond, as if "Antonia" is another 
of Jim's memories coming to the forefront while the fading train dissolves into 
the recesses of his consciousness. In fact, Larsen's framing of the cycle with the 
first and last songs in the present and the middle five songs in the past reminds 
the listener that Jim's memories of childhood are just that: wonderful memories, 
being recalled some thirty years later. 
Each stanza of Larsen's poem for "Antonia" details a memory of Jim's first 
year on the prairie. In the opening stanza, Jim recalls his first memory of 
Antonia: a train conductor mentioning a girl with "pretty brown eyes ... bright as 
a new dollar." In the second section, Jim and Antonia meet and become fast 
friends, immersing themselves in the prairie. In the third stanza, Jim teaches 
Antonia the English names for objects and lastly, they watch storm clouds from 
the roof of the Burden's house. 
"Antonia" has four sections, each corresponding to a stanza, and ends 
with a codetta (see figure 14). The same three-measure motive heard in the piano 
begins each section. This motive, labeled c, is a combination of two smaller 
motives, a and b (see figure 15). Larsen employs an economy of music in the 
piano part of "Antonia," as the measures following motive c in each section 
contain material derived from either motive a or b. A last, slightly varied 
repetition of motive c comprises the codetta. 
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Figure 14: Form of "Antonia" 
Section Mm. 
A 1-11 
A' 12-24 
A" 25-33 
A''' 34-49 
Cod etta 50-53 
Figure 15: Piano part in "Antonia," mm. 1-3 (also mm. 12-14,25-27, and 34-36) 
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Despite beginning each section with the same three measures of motive c, 
Larsen avoids a strophic feel by staggering the voice part with the piano. The text 
to the second stanza, for instance, begins on the fourth beat of measure nine, two 
bars before the formal start of the section. Likewise, the third stanza begins four 
measures before the measure-twenty-five head motive for the third section, and 
ends five beats after the start of the fourth section in m. 34. By allowing the voice 
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to flow across sections, Larsen is able to keep continuity in "Antonia," 
eliminating clearly defined strophes. 
The tonal palette of "Antonia" reflects the prairie landscape and is quite 
removed from the train music of "Landscape 1: From the Train." Larsen uses 
parallel fourths and fifths in each hand of the piano, creating an open, consonant 
feeling that captures the wide prairie landscape. Particularly when there is no 
overlap between hands, the sound of these fourths and fifths dominates the 
texture. The majority of the resulting sonorities are non-functional major and 
minor seventh chords. For example, motive a contains four minor seventh chords 
on beats 2, 4, 7 and 8 of the motive. Motive b alternates major and minor seventh 
chords (see figure 17). In other sonorities, the fifths of each hand are spaced a 
minor second apart, as in the first beat of motive a, or a major second apart, as in 
the fifth beat of motive a. Only about a fifth of all sonorities in the song contain a 
tritone, the interval so common in the dissonant train music of the first song. 
"Antonia" has clearly moved to a different sound world. 
Larsen's music for "Antonia" beautifully captures the gaiety of youth. The 
opening motive begins with light, staccato chords in softly descending lines that 
sound weightless, like two children bounding through the prairie tallgrass. 
Motive a (m. 3), with its alternating chords and its articulation that shifts between 
legato and staccato, has the playful, dance like quality of a children's game. The 
use of a limited range of sonorities and the repetition of material are simple and 
childlike. 
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Unlike "Landscape 1: From the Train," in which the tonality at any given 
moment is clear, "Antonia" largely lacks a tonal center, even though major and 
minor seventh chords comprise the bulk of the harmonic material. Larsen is 
careful to avoid the use of dominant seventh chords, and her harmonic 
progressions do not function in a traditional manner. Instead, cadences- or at 
least places of harmonic rest- are created by repetition. Motive b, with its 
alternating chords a fourth apart provides a feeling of stability and is thus used 
in cadential moments. 
Measure one begins with a non-functional harmony created by two sets of 
fifths a half step apart - a G-flat and D-flat in the left hand and an F and C in the 
right. The second beat of measure one has an F minor seventh chord, which like 
the first chord has pitches belonging to a G-flat Lydian scale. Though the chords 
are non-functional, the first two beats hint at G-flat Lydian. Beats three and four 
are an exact transposition of the first two chords, down a minor third. With the 
D-natural and A-natural on the third beat falling outside of the G-flat Lydian 
scale, Larsen commences a pattern of non-adherence to any scale or tonality for 
more than a couple of measures. 
Larsen also transposes the vocal line down a third from D-flat and G-flat 
of the first two beats to B-flat and E-flat on beats three and four. The tonal 
implication is that E-flat now feels like a momentary center. Starting in measure 
two, G-natural replaces G-flat in the voice and a sudden switch from A-flat and 
E-flat in the left hand to A-natural and E-natural obscures the tonality again. 
Despite the quickly changing tonalities, Larsen's consistent use of fourths and 
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fifths in parallel motion creates cohesion. 
Measure three suggests E-flat major as the key, as the two alternating 
chords use all seven pitches of an E-flat major scale. Again, it is a momentary 
center however, as an A minor seventh chord on the downbeat of measure five 
changes the tonality. Mm. 7-9 return to the use of pitches from an E-flat major 
scale, but a pandiatonic feel pervades, as a clear tonal center is absent. A 
variation of motive b in m. 9 provides a sense of stability and cadence. 
Three times Larsen uses material that strays from either the light, staccato 
chords of motive a or the alternating chords of motive b. 97 The first instance, 
motive d, comes in measures ten and eleven (see figure 16). With a melodic 
contour in the right hand similar to motive b, motive d keeps a connection to the 
preceding music. However, for the first time in the song, Larsen sustains one 
harmony for an entire bar. A set of stacked thirds- G-flat, B-flat (missing), D-flat, 
F, A-flat, C, and E-flat- creates a lush harmony, which implies G-flat Lydian as 
the mode. A register shift in measure ten sends the piano into the bottom of the 
bass clef for the first time. The shift is further widened in m. 11 with almost five 
octaves of distance between the Gb1 of the bass and the Eb6 of the right hand. 
Combined with the preponderance of fifths among the harmony, this wide-
ranging chord exemplifies the vast prairie. The fact that the text form. 11 is "my 
Antonia" and that the Antonia motive is heard in the voice part furthers the 
connection between the character of Antonia and the prairie. 
97 The two usages of motived material in mm. 10-11 and 17-19, and the trills of mm. 40-41. 
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Figure 16: "Antonia," mm. 9-12 
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The A' section proceeds in a similar fashion to the A section. Motive c 
begins the section, followed by a repetition of the last two measures of the 
motive, with a register shift up an octave in m. 16. Three repetitions of motive d 
occur in mm. 17-19 under the text, "soon we were running together through the 
fields," strengthening the connection between motive d and the prairie landscape 
(see figure 17). The vocal line for the text, "Antonia! My Antonia!" in mm. 21-24 
uses the Antonia motive, and the half note on the final syllable of "Antonia" slips 
down half a step from C-sharp to C-natural in a moment of nostalgia. The C-
natural belongs to the G-flat Lydian scale that starts each section and recalls the 
C-natural pick-ups that begin the song. 
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Figure 17: "Antonia," mm. 17-24 
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In the A" section, Larsen creates a more static harmonic motion by 
primarily using motive b in this section and keeping the only transposition - a 
major second higher in mm. 31 and 32- close in range to the original motive. 
Larsen's music paints a flat, vast landscape that matches Jim's line, "How many 
an afternoon we trailed along the prairie." This music helps the listener picture 
the two children surrounded by the flat prairie landscape. 
A free, unaccompanied moment in m. 33 brings any motion to a halt, as if 
Antonia has ceased walking to ask Jim for the English word for a tree. Her 
manner of speech in the line, "Name? What name?" reflects a "dis-ease with the 
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inflections of English."98 The major-ninth leap is too rangy for ordinary English 
speech and shows Antonia's "struggle with verbal communication."99 It stands in 
strong contrast to the smaller intervals and natural inflection of Jim's free 
recitative.100 Additionally, with its large leap, Antonia's spoken line bears a 
resemblance to the Antonia motive. Larsen admits that this connection was quite 
instinctual; any similarity between the two lines was the work of her 
subconscious.101 However, by tying the motive and the spoken line together, 
Larsen instinctually creates a more unified score. The piano begins again as Jim 
answers the question and the two continue their afternoon's journey. 
In the A"' section, the afternoon on the prairie leads to storm watching in 
the evening. In m. 37, the text, "One evening we climbed to the roof to watch the 
clouds of a storm," is characterized by the growing distance between the voice 
and piano. At the downbeat of m. 39, the vocal line has arched to its highest 
point in the phrase, and the piano has descended to a lower register, suggesting a 
feeling of elevation above the prairie, both of Jim and Antonia on the roof, and of 
the clouds high in the sky. 
The final instance of greater motivic variation occurs in mm. 40-41 (see 
figure 18). Here, motive a is altered to include trill-like sixteenth notes in the 
treble, and thirds instead of fourths or fifths in the right hand. The four chords on 
beats one and three of mm. 40 and 41 are the only instances of this particular 
sonority, which contains a minor second between B4 and C5 and a tritone 
98 Libby Larsen interview. 
99 Ibid. 
100 See Figure 11, m. 24 of "Landscape 1: From the Train" for a comparison to Jim's speech 
inflection. 
101 Libby Larsen interview. 
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between F3 and B4. This mild level of dissonance is indicative of the minor 
storm, while still maintaining the fifth-dominant sound of the prairie. The 
sixteenth notes and the dynamic swell also paint a slight agitation in the prairie 
landscape. In the following phrase, as a small cloud drifts out "alone," the voice 
is left unaccompanied, creating a feeling of separation between the cloud and the 
storm illustrated in the piano part of the previous measures. 
Figure 18: "Antonia," mm. 37-41 
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The remaining vocal lines in" Antonia" are marked "freely" and follow a 
speech-like rhythmic pattern in a comfortable range. This choice helps to 
illustrate the conversation that takes place between grandmother, Jim and 
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Antonia. After grandmother calls the two children down from the roof, motive a 
in m. 48 cuts off after only one measure as the fun of the day is coming to a close. 
Antonia's answer, "In a minute we come!" is the second time she speaks in the 
poem, and like her earlier question, "Name? What name?," upward leaps at the 
beginning of each sentence characterize Antonia's unsteady English. The cod etta 
is a slightly varied motive c. A space of three beats between the penultimate 
chord and the final chord provides a sense of finality, drawing a conclusion on 
Jim and Antonia's exploits. 
iii. Landscape II: Winter 
"Loneliness, thy other name, thy one true synonym, is prairie." W. A. Quayle102 
"Landscape II: Winter" focuses on two related memories from Jim's first 
winter on the prairie. The first is a memory of Jim and Antonia spotting 
Antonia's father "moving on the edge of the uplands." Upon seeing him, 
Antonia runs to him, and they go home together. Unlike Cather's novel, Larsen's 
constructed poem does not specifically state the fact that Antonia's father has 
sunk into a depression, and that only Antonia "could rouse the old man from the 
torpor in which he seemed to live."103 Out of the context of the novel, the scene 
seems a happy one, except for the foreboding line "winter comes down 
savagely ... " that bookends the memory. The second memory recalls Antonia's 
102 Larrabee, "Last Stand," 50. 
103 Cather, My Antonia. 39. 
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concern over her father's lingering sadness and his subsequent suicide. In the old 
country, Mr. Shimerda found great enjoyment in playing the violin. On the 
prairie he never picks it up, as his depression leaves him unable to delight in one 
of his favorite pastimes. Antonia is understandably upset after his death and 
looks to Jim for consolation. 
An overall impression of the bitterness of winter is a critical element of 
the "Landscape II: Winter" poem. The aforementioned line, "winter comes down 
savagely ... " occurs three times: once at the beginning of the song, once in 
between memories and once at the end. Each time, the line casts an ominous 
gloom over the song, matching the severity of the prairie blizzard it describes. 
John Madson writes of prairie blizzards: 
"The difference between winter storms [in the northern and eastern forest 
regions] and the classic prairie blizzard lies in the intensity of unbridled 
wind that plunges the chill factor to deadly lows, drives a blinding 
smother of snow during the actual storm, and continues as ground 
blizzards and white-outs long after snow has stopped falling."104 
·Indeed, the brutality of the prairie winter, compounded with longing for his 
homeland, drives Mr. Shimerda to depression, despair and finally, suicide. 
The stanzas of Larsen's poems for the first two songs are relatively even in 
length and match the length of the music to which she sets them. In "Landscape 
II: Winter," however, the stanza lengths are irregular: seven, three, two, six and 
two lines long, respectively (see figure 19). Often the stanzas and the sections of 
the song do not align. For instance, the first stanza spans two sections of music 
and begins the third. The C section begins in the middle of line 7 of the first 
104 Madson, "Where the Sky Began," 167. 
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stanza on the words "and we ran to meet him" and continues to the end of the 
second stanza. This unevenness creates an irregular form. 
Figure 19: Form of "Landscape II: Winter" 
Section Measures Lines 
A 1-7 Stanza 1, lines 1-2 
B 8-21 Stanza 1, lines 3-
7* 
c 22-30 Stanza 1, line 7 
Stanza 2, line 8-10 
A' 31-32 Stanza 3, 11-12 
C' 33-45 Stanza 4, 13-18 
A"/C" 46-49 Stanza 5, 19-20 
The first measures of "Landscape II: Winter" present an immediate 
departure from the lighthearted, playfulness of "Antonia." Instead of open 
fourths and fifths, the third song in the cycle emphasizes the minor second. Also, 
harsh chromaticism is employed to capture the ''bitter song" of winter (see figure 
20). Like a wild blizzard wind, a tremolo of clashing dissonances between the 
pitches B, C and D-flat plunges the listener into the heart of the storm. The 
crescendo and decrescendo in the first measure creates a swell like a gust of cold 
wind blowing snow over the prairie. 
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Figure 20: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 1-2 
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The vocal line also relies upon the dissonance of the minor second to 
sonically depict the bleak prairie landscape in winter. Its contour in m. 2 mimics 
the descent of the storm upon the prairie. Tenuto markings in the first half of the 
phrase emphasize the boldness of the text, as does the augmentation of note 
values on the word "savagely." Descending half-step intervals between E and E-
flat, C and B, and G-flat and F highlight the minor second. The second half of the 
phrase begins with a dissonant tritone on "little towns," followed by more minor 
seconds. 
Larsen's use of minor seconds continues in the following measures. In 
similar fashion to the tremolo of mm. 1-2, motive a in m. 3 is constructed from 
three notes a half step apart plus the upper octave of one of the lower notes: G3, 
A3, Ab3, and G4. However, instead of using the blustery piano tremolo of the 
first two measures, Larsen creates a "whirling" texture, followed by a quiet 
stillness.105 The forte thirty-second-note figure is sounded, resembling a quick 
gust of biting wind, while the subsequent held chord hangs over the measure 
105 Wascoe, "My Antonia," 46. 
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like the aftermath of a blizzard lingering over prairie towns (see figure 21). The 
text mentions that "winter lies too long" on the prairie, and these hanging, 
dissonant chords capture the "calm, silver-blue days of burning cold" that 
typically follow a prairie blizzard.106 
Figure 21: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 3-6 
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Through transposition and changes in register and dynamics in mm. 4-7, 
Larsen varies motive a. In m. 4, the figure is sounded two octaves higher at a soft 
dynamic. In m. 5, the figure is dropped an octave lower than its original 
occurrence, and then sounded a second time a major third higher. Forte 
transpositions a perfect fifth higher and a minor third lower round out the 
section. Aside from adding variation to the piano part, Larsen achieves a sense of 
uniformity, as if all the expanse of the prairie was the same color and texture, 
blanketed by snow after the blizzard. At the same time, dynamic contrast creates 
gusts of wind at a variety of strengths. 
The vocal line in measures five and six is equally descriptive. It stands in 
106 Madson, "Where the Sky Began," 168. 
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relief from the suspended chords of the piano, like a solitary figure amidst the 
blank prairie canvas of winter. Larsen indicates that the line should be "stark" to 
match the bleak prairie winter. Like the first phrase of the song, it contains an 
ascending tritone and more minor seconds than all other intervals combined, 
consistent with the dissonant tonal palette of the A section. In m. 6, the 
lengthened triplet quarter notes on "country towns" stretch the rhythmic pace, 
illustrating the long and arduous winter. Here, Larsen drops the piano, adding 
more emphasis to the voice and to the feeling of solitude that can accompany the 
difficult weather. 
The B section introduces an even calmer piano accompaniment. The 
musical gusts of wind and the bitter minor seconds and tritones from the 
previous measures cease at the breath mark that separates measures seven and 
eight. A new, gentler gesture - motive b -emerges to begin the B section (see 
figure 22). Marked subito piano, delicate sixteenth notes a third apart leap up to 
held notes a major sixth apart. With the lifting quality of motive b, the register 
shift to the treble clef and the faster tempo (quarter note= 80 as compared with 
quarter note= 54 of the previous measures), a milder side of the wintry prairie 
landscape emerges. The sparse texture of the piano, which on two occasions 
drops out completely, is reminiscent of the blank, still prairie. 
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Figure 22: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 8-11 
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On the surface, motive b is similar to motive a. Both contain three lower 
notes and one upper note and begin with smaller note values before sustaining 
all pitches in a chord. However, in a striking switch to consonant intervals, 
Larsen constructs the music for all instances of motive b in mm. 8-11 from the 
pitches of an E Dorian scale. The diatonicism reinforces a sense of relief after 
having weathered the winter storm. 
: 
The first iteration of motive b contains an E, F#, G and A, spread out over 
a ninth to reflect the broad prairie landscape. It is then repeated up an octave in a 
change of register that recalls the repetition of motive a in m. 4. As in m. 4, the 
octave transposition reflects the vastness of the prairie. Larsen changes the 
pitches for the gesture in the second half of m. 9, but it is still constructed from 
four consecutive pitches- D, E, F# and G. Similarly, m. 10 begins with a 
transposition of motive b by a fifth, using a B, C#, D and E, and ends with a final 
iteration of the motive an octave above the original transposition. 
Larsen's selection of pitches in mm. 7-11 illustrates her use of 
pandiatonicism. All pitches belong to the E Dorian scale, but there is little 
emphasis on a particular pitch as a tonal center. The repeated C-sharps of the 
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vocal line in mm. 10-11 negate any pull that E as the root of the majority of the 
figures may exert on the tonality. Throughout the rest of the B section, a similar 
use of pandiatonicism pervades the harmony. 
In m. 11, the voice sings two unaccompanied half notes, reflecting the line, 
"We had been silent a long time." When the piano resumes in m. 12, the pitches 
are derived from a new mode: A Aeolian. Each has an A as the root, but the voice 
emphasizes the pitch G. Here again, no clear tonal center is present. The vocal 
line descends to an E and the piano part sinks into the bass register as "the edge 
of the sun sunk [sic] nearer and nearer the prairie floor." 
The quintuplet figure in m. 15 introduces some motion into the 
accompaniment, which is then advanced by the accelerando in mm. 16-18. This 
movement corresponds to Jim and Antonia spotting Mr. Shimerda "moving on 
the edge of the upland" (see figure 23). All at once, if only in the form of a 
solitary man, the prairie breathes life again. Larsen switches to the mode of A-
Mixolydian, which brings a livelier major tonality. The harmonies of mm. 16-18 
fill out, involving five or six notes per figure instead of four. The rests in the left 
hand of the piano indicate a change in pedaling, shifting from the static wash of 
sound of mm. 7-15 to a cleaner, crisper sound. 
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Figure 23: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 16-18 
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Mr. Shimerda calls to Antonia at the end of m. 18. To invoke Antonia's 
father's voice, the vocal line drops into a low, baritonal range, reaching a C#3 in 
measure nineteen. The low register also illustrates Shimerda's "mournful voice" 
mentioned in the novel.108 The musical line's downward intonation and interval 
of a minor third further emphasize Shimerda' s depression, particularly when 
compared to the upward direction of motives a and b. Even the sight of his 
daughter does little to cheer up the sullen man. By contrast, Antonia answers her 
father in m. 20 with an A-major triad in the brighter, upper-middle part of the 
tenor range. Antonia's line, "Tatinek!" which means "dad" in Czech, is marked 
"delighted," highlighting the disparity of emotion between father and daughter. 
Beginning in m. 21, the tempo for the C section- quarter note = 112 -is 
more than twice as fast as tempo prima. Combined with the eighth-note rhythmic 
speed, the section has a spirited feel. The joyful meeting between Antonia and 
107 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- My Antonia," Libby Larsen Website, [accessed February 27, 2014]. 
108 My Antonia, 26. 
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her father stands in clear contrast to the B section's somber stillness. The C-
section music represents a chance for Antonia to play with her father, who 
welcomes a respite from the winter's solitude and his bleak contemplation of 
suicide. 
The accompaniment for the divergent C section is marked "jaunty, as a 
country dance" (see figure 24). Motive b is transferred into the bass line of the 
dance, with rustic open fifths leaping up an octave. Despite a D as the root of the 
left hand, the right hand melody of the piano is firmly in A Lydian. The stacking 
of three fifths- D, A and E- mimics the tuning of string instruments in fifths, 
and repeated accents on the raised fourth scale degree give the section a folk-like 
quality. Larsen explains that though the tune is original, the Norwegian fiddling 
she studied while composing Eric Hermannson's Soul two years prior inspired this 
melody.109 Although the music is not authentically Czech, it is evocative of a folk 
dance that Mr. Shimerda might have played on his violin in the old country. 
Later in the song, the text alludes specifically to Shimerda' s violin playing. Here, 
Larsen is able to depict the image through the music alone. 
109 Libby Larsen interview. 
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Figure 24: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 21-24 
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Larsen uses two motives in the right hand in the C section (see figure 24). 
Motive c is triadic, with a fifth on the downbeat followed by three eighth notes 
on the third of the triad. Motive d is a set of triplet sixteenth notes emphasizing 
the raised fourth scale degree followed by a staccato eighth note. The jaunty bass 
line continues under each of the motives throughout the section. Larsen's use of 
octave register shifts for variation continues in the C section. The vocal line, 
which had been more declamatory and level in prior sections, now has a melodic 
contour that adds lyricism to the country dance. 
A breath mark at the end of m. 30 offers a momentary respite before the 
angry tremolo in m. 31 jolts the listener back to the assault of the prairie winter. 
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The tremolo subsides after the text, "Winter comes down savagely ... ," leaving 
the completion of the sentence, "like light of truth itself," simple, direct and 
unaccompanied. Along with a "half-voiced," exasperated delivery, this moment 
builds the sense of impending doom. 
In the novel, this line comes from Book II and is not connected to 
Shim erda's death years before: 
The pale, cold light of the winter sunset did not beautify-it was like the 
light of truth itself. .. as if it said: 'This is reality, whether you like it or not. 
All those frivolities of summer, the light and shadow, the living mask of 
green that trembled over eve~thing, they were lies, and this is what was 
underneath. This is the truth.' 10 
In the context of "Landscape II: Winter" the "truth" remains the same. The 
Shimerdas arrived at the prairie in early September, a time when the earth was 
alive and full of sustenance. Just four months later, the barren ground yields little 
help to Shimerda, and this truth greatly weakens his resolve. 
At less than half the speed of its original tempo, the country dance is 
transformed in the C' section (mm. 33-45) into a morose and tragic dirge that 
marches Shimerda to his death. Chromaticism, which earlier characterized the A 
and A' sections, is now incorporated into the country dance music (see figure 25). 
Dissonant minor seconds and tritones again pervade the texture. For example, m. 
33 contains solely four chromatic notes: B, C, D-flat and D. The descending half-
step between Db4 and C4 on the word "sad" is particularly illustrative of 
Shimerda' s state of mind and recalls the pattern of descending minor seconds 
that occurs with each appearance of the text, "winter comes down savagely ... " 
110 My Antonia, 167-8. 
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M. 34 clashes Db4 against C5 and A4 against a foreboding Abl in the bass 
register. The first beat of m. 35 contains a tritone between F4 and B4 on the first 
beat. 
Figure 25: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 34-38 
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Measure thirty-five begins an accelerando that corresponds to Antonia's 
agitation over her father's troubling mood. In m. 36, the bass line of the C section 
returns, but its pitches, F-sharp, A and A-sharp, strongly clash against the F, C-
sharp and E of motive c in the right hand. All jocularity has been replaced by 
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conflict and dissonance, as the tritone and the minor second saturate the 
harmony. 
The next measure begins with motive d but stops suddenly with a caesura 
before beat three, as if Shimerda' s memory of his homeland's music is too painful 
to recall. The vocal line, spoken by Antonia, "At home he play violin all the time. 
Here, never," illustrates Shimerda's homesickness. The violin reminds Mr. 
Shimerda of home and the folk-like melody that Larsen employs is altered to 
reflect his distress. 
After another caesura, a clashing minor second between B and B-flat 
resounds in m. 38. In m. 39, a second minor-second interval is added to the 
harmony, this time with Gl against F#2 and A#2 against A3. Coupled with the 
drop into a low bass register, the dissonance properly prepares the vocal line: 
"when he took his life ... " 
Mm. 40-45 contain the starkest texture of the entire cycle as the voice and 
piano rarely overlap, allowing the text to be unobstructed by the piano. A lone 
ascending major seventh in the bass register in m. 42 accompanies Antonia's 
sobbing line, "Oh Jimmy! What you think my lovely Papa." On the final syllable 
of "papa" in m. 43, the voice drops to its lowest pitch in the cycle, a C-natural. 
Larsen asks the singer to use a sound that is "half-voiced," to illustrate that 
Antonia can barely finish her sad question. A reiteration of the country dance 
music in m. 43 contains distorted harmonies. Far from the major tonalities of the 
C section, the right hand plays members of a diminished F-sharp triad against an 
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F-natural and G-flat in the left hand. Motive d is played in half steps on the final 
beat: C5, Db5, C5, B4. 
Figure 26: "Landscape II: Winter," mm. 42-45 
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"Landscape II: Winter" ends with a four-measure section that combines 
material from the A and C' sections. The voice delivers a third repetition of the 
text, "Winter comes down savagely .. . ," and the accompanying piano part 
contains the same material from m. 43. By including music related to Shimerda' s 
suicide, Larsen indicates that the savagery of winter now encompasses the 
suicide. The dissonant tremolo of the A section returns in the final two measures, 
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but the pianissimo dynamic marking indicates that winter's destruction has now 
passed. Still, there is no softer dynamic for the voice, which continues to lament 
the tragegy that the ''bitter song" of winter has left behind. 
iv. The Hired Girls 
The death of Mr. Shimerda in "Landscape II: Winter" occurs on Jim's 
eleventh birthday, three months shy of Antonia's fifteenth birthday. "The Hired 
Girls," with text from Book II of the novel, jumps forward more than three years. 
Jim is now fourteen and Antonia is nearing her eighteenth birthday. Book II also 
switches settings from the prairie to the town. Jim and his grandparents now live 
in Black Hawk, and Antonia has also moved to town to work as the cook for the 
Harling family. 
Several other immigrant girls take jobs in the town. Lena Lingard works 
for Mrs. Thomas the dressmaker. Tiny Soderball works for the Boys' Home hotel. 
The three Bohemian Marys work as housekeepers and the four Danish girls work 
for Mr. Jensen the laundryman and his wife. Collectively these daughters of men 
who moved their families from Europe to the prairie are known as the "hired 
girls." 
Book II marks Jim's transition from boyhood into adolescence and his 
burgeoning sexuality. Jim now takes notice of the girls about town, particularly 
these hired girls. The final line of the fourth song's poem, "I thought, if not for 
girls like these in the world, there would be no poetry," reflects Jim's idolization 
of the immigrant girls. Instead of viewing them as childhood friends, he comes to 
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view them romantically, Antonia included. 
The poem is fittingly set to Larsen's interpretation of the "crashing waltz" 
that the pianist Blind D' Arnault plays in the parlor of the Boys' Home hotel.m 
Whilst the parlor is filled with "lonesome men," the hired girls jovially dance 
with each other in the dining room.112 Joking with the girls he has known for 
years, Jim asks: 
"Now you're Lena, are you? 
And you're Tony, and you're Tiny! 
Have I got it straight?" 
In its classical proportion and balance, "The Hired Girls" has the most 
traditional form of the cycle (see figure 27). Larsen employs a simple ternary 
form, bookended by an introduction and a codetta which both contain A section 
material. Each section is made up of eight-measure periods. Each period contains 
an antecedent and a consequent phrase, and each four-bar phrase can be evenly 
divided into two two-bar subphrases. 
111 My Antonia, 183. 
112 Ibid., 184. 
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Figure 27: Form of "The Hired Girls" 
Introduction 
Phrase: A(mm.1-4) B (mm. 5-8) 
Subphrase: a b a c 
A' (mm. 9-12) 
a' b' 
C (mm. 17-20) 
d e 
C (mm. 25-28) 
d e 
A Section 
B' (mm. 13-16) 
a' c' 
B section 
D (mm. 21-24) 
f c" 
D (mm. 29-32) 
f c" 
A' Section 
A (mm. 33-36) B' (mm. 37-40) 
a b a c'" 
Codetta 
B (mm. 41-44) 
a c 
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The introduction of "The Hired Girls" contains the most memorable 
melody in the cycle, a borrowed Norwegian tune called the "Valse Anders 
Sveen."113 The eight-measure melody stands out as being of 19th century 
European design, with its arpeggiations, suspensions, turns and trills, all of 
which Larsen uses sparingly in the rest of the cycle (see figure 28). The structure 
of the melody, having subphrases abac, also employs European classical 
convention. 
Figure 28: "The Hired Girls" introduction, mm. 1-8 
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Harmonically, the waltz is also conservative. Set in G major, "The Hired 
Girls" uses almost exclusively the pitches of the diatonic scale. Only two 
chromatic pitches are used: seven instances of C-sharp and three instances ofF-
natural. Otherwise, diatonicism pervades the texture. 
113 Libby Larsen interview. 
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Commenting on her general style, Larsen explains that she often creates 
areas of tonality that are "reinforced through pedal tones in the bass."114 In "The 
Hired Girls," accented tonic pedals are a frequently employed harmonic device 
that ground the song in an unwavering G major. In addition, these pedal tones 
provide a robust quality that matches the "crashing waltz" Cather describes in 
the novel. 115 
In the introduction, downbeat pedals emphasize the tonic in all but the 
penultimate measure, where a root position dominant chord offers a cadence. In 
measure three, Larsen adds G3s to dominant chords on beats two and three, 
adding further emphasis to the tonic scale degree. After a lighter texture starts 
the A section, both antecedent phrases of the B section include pedal tones, this 
time adding a fifth to the tonic and tonic grace notes in lower octaves (see figure 
29). The treatment of the A' section and the codetta continues the pedal texture of 
the introduction. 
114 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- On Music." 
115 Libby Larsen interview. 
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Figure 29: "The Hired Girls," mm. 17-24 
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The majority of the harmony is triadic and even contains clear dominant 
to tonic function eschewed by Larsen in the rest of cycle. Perfect authentic 
cadences occur on the downbeats of mm. 8, 16, 24, 32, and 44, clearly delineating 
one period from the next. Only the period that ends in measure forty does not 
have an authentic cadence. 
More tonic to dominant or dominant to tonic motion exists outside of 
cadence points. For example, in m. 1 a tonic triad on beats one and two moves to 
a dominant ninth chord on beat three. After a suspension in the right hand on 
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C5, the melody resolves to the third of a tonic chord in the next measure. Similar 
instances occur in mm. 3-5. Notably, Larsen avoids the use of the leading tone 
altogether until the start of the cadence in m. 7. Only tonic and dominant chords 
are used in the introduction. 
In the A section, the tonic pedal of the introduction becomes a repeated G3 
in the middle voice of the thinner three-part texture, facilitating the use of 
alternating tonic and subdominant chords. This switch creates a harmonic 
recontextualization of the melody's pitches. For instance, the suspension on the 
downbeat of m. 3 now becomes the root of a first-inversion subdominant chord 
in m. 10. This use of subdominant instead of dominant triads lightens the 
harmonic tension, which, in addition to the thinner texture and softer dynamic, 
creates contrast to the grander introduction. This texture allows the beginning of 
the vocal line to be the focus. 
Also contributing to the lighter texture of the A section is a descending, 
linear bass line, which facilitates the use of inversion. In contrast to the root 
position chords of the introduction, the A section employs a mix of first, second 
and third inversion chords. For example, the bass line in m. 10 yields a third 
inversion tonic chord, followed by second and first inversion tonic chords, 
respectively. Instead of continuing down the scale to a root position triad on the 
downbeat of m. 11, the bass line moves up to a B, creating yet another first 
inversion chord. 
Sharing many characteristics with the A section, the B section of "The 
Hired Girls" highlights Larsen's ability to use material economically. Though the 
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B section contains no melody in the piano, the downbeats of the right hand 
maintain the contour of the A section melody. The cadential subphrase, c", of 
both B-section periods is a variation of the corresponding subphrase, c, from the 
A section. The descending lines of mm. 20-21 mimic each of the A-section 
descending bass lines. The similarities between sections allow for a unified 
sound necessary in such a short piece. 
The aforementioned lack of melody in the piano in the B section gives 
prominence to the vocal line. Unlike the A section, in which the vocal line has 
little melodic interest, the B-section vocal line is given a strong melodic contour. 
Included in its shape is an octave leap followed by a downward step on the word 
"Tony," a clear imitation of the Antonia motive (see figure 29). The entrance of 
the vocal line into the upper register on several occasions reflects Jim's 
excitement watching the hired girls dance. 
Figure 30: "The Hired Girls," mm. 36-37 
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Like the B section, the text for the A' section begins with the second stanza 
and the vocal line follows a similar melodic and rhythmic contour. Again, 
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"Tony" is accompanied by the Antonia motive, this time a closer variation to the 
original instance in "Landscape 1: From the Train" (see figures 12 and 30). A 
descending fourth follows the octave leap, and the perfect consonance that 
accompanies Antonia's name illustrates Jim's idolization of his boyhood friend. 
The return of the A' section in m. 25 proceeds as expected, until an 
extended harmony replaces the anticipated authentic cadence on the downbeat 
of m. 40 (see figure 31). Because of the conservative use of functional (or quasi-
functional) harmony leading up tom. 40, this thirteenth chord sounds like an 
interruption. Containing seven stacked thirds - and therefore every pitch of the 
G major scale- the extended harmony, marked subito piano, represents a 
suspension of time amidst the steady, boisterous waltz. It is as if time stops for 
Jim, and in a moment of romantic reflection, he thinks "if not for girls like these 
in the world, there would be no poetry." The final four bar codetta returns to the 
waltz music, as Jim is back to enjoying the moment. 
Figure 31: "The Hired Girls," m. 40 
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v. Landscape III: Prairie Spring 
The fifth song, "Landscape III: Prairie Spring," takes the listener from the 
hotel parlor back to the prairie, now throbbing with the vivacity of spring. 
Everywhere the prairie is alive again, and the larks are "singing straight at the 
sun." Under a minute long, the song is as short as the twenty-nine-word poem. It 
is the only song that does not mention Antonia. 
The song has a clear binary form (see figure 32). However, Larsen does 
not vary the texture of the piece. Instead, one section flows into the next without 
audible delineation, keeping a unified sound throughout. 
Figure 32: Form of "Landscape III: Prairie Spring" 
Introduction mm.l-9 
A section mm.l0-26 
B section mm.27-38 
Cod etta mm. 39-42 
Larsen's use of rhythmic vitality and metrical variety in "Landscape Ill: 
Prairie Spring" represent the freshness of spring as "everything opens up at 
once."116 Over the course of the forty-two-measure song, Larsen changes meter 
twenty-four times, switching from triplet subdivisions (618) to duplet 
subdivisions (21 4 and sometimes 6 I 8) to irregular subdivisions of 2+2+3 (7 I 8). 
The steady eighth-note subdivision serves as a mota perpetuo117, constantly 
116 Libby Larsen interview. 
117 According to Grove Music Online, moto perpetuo is "a title sometimes given to a piece in which 
78 
driving the song forward with rhythmic energy. Larsen's frequent use of duplets 
in the voice against triplets in the piano adds even more rhythmic variation. For 
example, mm. 30 - 34 contain a stretch of 6 I 8 in the piano against the voice part 
that sounds like it is in 2 I 4. 
Quick contrasts of dynamics add another layer of vacillation. Swelling 
crescendos and diminuendos and subito changes from piano to forte and back 
capture the throbbing of spring mentioned in the poem. The first six measures 
alone contain five different dynamic markings, ending with a steady crescendo 
to the fortissimo of m. 9. Measure ten begins with another subito piano, as the 
prairie pulses with life. 
Larsen's harmonic approach in "Landscape III: Prairie Spring" centers 
around the use of a pentatonic scale. The piano part is strictly pentatonic, using 
only G-flat, A-flat, B-flat, D-flat and E-flat. With the possibility of only two triads 
- G-flat and E-flat- Larsen replaces functional harmony with repeating chord 
clusters of four and five notes in each hand of the piano. Pedaled throughout, 
these clusters create a wash of sound that paints the blank prairie canvas of 
winter with the vibrant colors of spring. 
The chord clusters in the first two measures are a good representation of 
most of the entire piece's piano material (see figure 33). Larsen establishes a 
bitonality that matches the fluctuation of dynamics and meter, characterizing the 
trembling spring with "shifting fundamentals" of G-flat and A-flat.118 The 
overriding tonality of the repeated five-note clusters in the right hand is A-flat 
rapid figuration is persistently maintained," i.e. Schubert's Gretchen am Spinnrade. 
118 Libby Larsen interview. 
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major, as the top and bottom notes of the cluster are A-flats and the fifth of the 
chord, E-flat, is present. The first three left-hand clusters are G-flat major chords 
plus an A-flat, after which forte descending clusters plunge below the treble staff. 
Figure 33: "Landscape Ill: Prairie Spring," mm. 1-2 
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The fifth-heavy pentatonic scale, with four perfect fifths between G-flat 
and D-flat, A-flat and E-flat, D-flat and A-flat, and E-flat and B-flat invokes the 
openness of the prairie landscape. The root of the left-hand chord clusters 
repeatedly descends by a fourth, as in measures two, five, eight, twelve and so 
on. In fact, the left-hand chords contain exclusively G-flat, D-flat or A-flat as 
roots, ensuring that movement by a fourth or fifth is the prominent motion in the 
piece. 
Furthermore, the pentatonic scale evokes the music of the late-nineteenth century 
prairie. Numerous American hymns, spirituals, folk songs and popular songs of 
the era have melodies derived from the pentatonic scale. In My Antonia, Willa 
Cather quotes a verse of one folk tune called "Weevily Wheat'' (see figure 34). 
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Other popular examples of American tunes using the pentatonic scale include 
"Swing Low, Sweet Chariot," "How Can I Keep from Singing?," "She'll Be 
Coming 'Round the Mountain," and "Camptown Races" (see figure 35). 
Figure 34: Weevily Wheat, mentioned in Book II, chapter iv of My A.ntonia120• 121 
8. WEEVILY WHEAT 
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take the ver- y best of wheat, And bake a cake for Char- ley. 
120 Laura Ingalls Wilder and Dale Cockrell, The Ingalls Wilder Family Songbook, (Middleton, Wise.: : 
Published for the American Musicological Society by A-R Editions, 2011), 17. 
121 Multiple tunes for "Weevily Wheat" exist. Of the tunes I found, each had a pentatonic 
melody. The above tune, which according to the Laura Ingalls Wilder Songbook dates from 1870 
and originated in Eastem Nebraska, is most likely the tune that Cather knew (see above 
footnote). Another song mentioned in My Antonia, "Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie," also has a 
pentatonic melody, but the present tune dates from 1932, after the publication of My Antonia. The 
tune that Cather most likely would have known was published in The Journal of American Folklore 
in 1910 and does not employ a pentatonic melody (Laurie Annie Ellis, "Folk Music. Oh Bury Me 
Not on the Lone Prairie," The Journal of American Folklore. Vol. 14, No. 54 ijul.- Sep., 1901), 186). 
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Figure 35: "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot" 
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The vocal line adds another level of tonal ambiguity on top of the piano 
part. The melody uses all seven pitches of a scale that leans toward D-flat major 
and not G-flat. For example, the first phrase of the song starts with repeated D-
flats before descending to an F and then leaps to a sustained F above, outlining a 
D-flat major triad. The emphasis on tonal centers of D-flat in the voice against G-
flat and A-flat creates a truly pandiatonic feeling. At the end of the A section, the 
ascending vocal line climbs to a sustained G-flat, indicating G-flat as a 
momentary tonal center. 
In the B section, the vocal line soars into the upper register, ascending 
from an Eb3 to an Ab4 (see figure 36). These rising pitches mimic the larks flying 
in the sky, "singing straight at the sun." Sixteenth note flourishes embody the 
energy of spring released after lying dormant for months. With its emphasis on 
A-flat, the vocal line adds weight to the right hand of the piano, shifting the 
tonality to A-flat major and foreshadowing the next song, ".Antonia in the Field." 
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Figure 36: "Landscape III: Prairie Spring," mm. 26-34 
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vi. Antonia in the Field 
The text for "Antonia in the Field" is taken from the end of book I, three 
years prior to the waltzing scene described in "The Hired Girls." However, 
Larsen clearly chooses to focus on the arc of Jim and Antonia's relationship, and 
the exact chronology is of little importance. "Antonia in the Field" still makes 
sense at this point within the narrative of Jim and Antonia's relationship since it 
could take place any time after the night of waltzing in "The Hired Girls" and the 
ensuing spring of "Landscape III: Prairie Spring." The song portrays a defining 
moment in Jim's life, as he realizes that "he really loves [Antonia] ... maybe not 
physically, but that this particular kind of love is wrapped up in what it means to 
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be deeply human."125 As such, a much stronger sense of nostalgia and yearning 
penetrates the text than in previous songs. 
In order to alter the chronological placement of ".Antonia in the Field," 
Larsen makes a significant change to the Cather line, "How much older she had 
grown in eight months!"U6 In chapter xvii of Book I of My Antonia, from which 
this sentence comes, .Antonia has just turned fifteen and Jim is still a boy. Instead, 
the timeline becomes deliberately ambiguous with the Larsen adaptation, "How 
much older she was!" 
In addition to the shifted chronology of the story, the song text is also 
recontextualized.127 At the end of book I, Jim and his grandparents are worried 
that .Antonia is losing her feminine grace. Instead of doing what would be 
considered woman's work at the time, .Antonia is in the field doing the heavy 
work of ploughing. In an admission of her uncommon strength, .Antonia brags 
that she "can work like mans now."128 
Larsen, however, eliminates all traces of .Antonia's increasing masculinity 
in her poem, focusing rather on her pulchritude and Jim's attraction to his 
childhood friend. She is beautiful in spite of or perhaps in some part because of 
the hardships of the prairie life. The prairie is a part of .Antonia like the dust that 
plasters her throat in the poem, and she becomes a part of the prairie story. More 
than any other song, ".Antonia in the Field" is a love song to .Antonia: Larsen's 
125 Libby Larsen interview. 
126 My Antonia, 117. 
127 See page 30-31 for more details. 
128 My Antonia, 118. 
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personal ode that she "projects onto Jim."129 Jim exclaims in a line original to 
Larsen's poem, "Oh, she was beautiful!" 
According to Larsen, 
"the pioneer woman is a fascination of [hers] ... as post-Victorian manners 
clucked about proper dress and behavior of women, pioneer women freed 
their bodies out of necessity to survive and in doing so simply took their 
place in the world. For me, Antonia is that pioneer."130 
Simply put, "she is the prairie."131 As an ode to this pioneer woman and as an 
arrival point for Jim, "Antonia in the Field" is very much the centerpiece in the 
cycle. 
"Antonia in the Field" has a symmetrical ternary form (see figure 37). The 
introduction and coda are eight measures each, the A and B sections are twelve 
measures apiece, and the A' section is thirteen measures. To delineate the 
different sections, Larsen switches tonalities. The A and B sections differ in 
texture as well, as Larsen employs sustained chords in the A section and a more 
contrapuntal style with a quarter-note motion in the B section. 
129 Libby Larsen interview. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
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Figure 37: Form of "Antonia in the Field" 
Section Measures Tonality 
Introduction mm. 1-8 D-flat Lydian -7 C Aeolian -7 F Lydian 
A section mm. 9-20 A-flat Mixolydian 
B section mm. 21-32 F Dorian -7 F Lydian 
A' section mm. 33-45 A-flat Mixolydian with F pedal 
Coda mm.46-53 A-flat with F pedal 
The final A-flat of "Landscape ill: Prairie Spring" carries over into the 
start of "Anto:riia in the Field," musically linking the songs and moreover 
symbolically linking Antonia again to the burgeoning prairie landscape. Here, 
Larsen creates, 
"a psychological parallel with the way Cather depicts the setting sun - a 
magnificent, burnished orb - as both the backdrop to Antonia coming in 
from the field and a metaphor for Jim and Antonia's deep, abiding 
friendship." 132 
The introduction contains one continuously spun melody that descends, 
rises twice and peaks with the soaring sixths of measure eight. In this slow 
tempo - quarter note = 66 - Larsen's melody sounds extremely expansive. At 
once, Larsen presents both the vastness of the prairie and the strength of Jim's 
emotional connection to Antonia. Marked "warmly," the music captures the 
colorful sunset mentioned in the first line of the text. 
At the beginning of the introduction, Larsen quickly moves away from the 
pentatonic scale of "Landscape III: Prairie Spring," as the second note of 
132 Libby Larsen interview. 
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"Antonia in the Field," an F, sends the song into a different tonality. D-flat 
Lydian unfolds through the first four measures, reinforced with pedal toneD-
flats in the bass. The harmonic "point of arrival" for this modulatory 
introduction is the A-flat Mixolydian of the A section in m. 9.133 By "re-
contextualizing common tones," Larsen moves first to C Aeolian in measures 
five and six and then to F Lydian in measures seven and eight.l34 F shares a 
mediant relationship with the opening D-flat key as well as with its goal, A-flat. 
The introduction is an excellent example of Larsen's most common 
compositional technique, in which harmony is created from the overlapping of 
individual lines. In her own words, Larsen writes: 
"My approach is NOT four-part voice-leading functional keyboard 
harmony; however I would describe tonality for me as pools of 'comfort' 
around a fundamental. The way I conceive tonality is horizontal, not 
vertical, meaning that the line comes first and the harmonies result." 135 
The "pools" which Larsen describe have a ~lear tonal center brought out with the 
pedal tones. Above the pedal tones, counterpoint among lines creates harmony 
in a predominantly non-functional manner. 
Measure five provides a good example of this approach. A pedal C sounds 
against a Bb5 on the downbeat. On the beats that follow, A-flat sounds against B-
flat, E-flat sounds against F and C, and B-flat sounds against D and G. In the 
second half of the measure, the interplay of lines creates triads, whereas the lines 
in the first two beats of the measure do not create any functional harmony. 
133 Ibid. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Larsen, "Libby Larsen- On Music." 
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Instead, a freer use of diatonicism is employed in which all pitches of the "pool" 
interact equally. 
Figure 38: "Antonia in the Field," mm. 9-16 
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In looking for a model for "Antonia in the Field," Larsen became 
"fascinated" with Erik Satie's Gymnopedies because of their slow and stretching 
tempi.136 In its use of Mixolydian, its triple meter, and its sarabande-like second 
beat accents, the A section bears a strong resemblance to the 2- Gymnopedie (see 
figure 39). In both pieces, the minor dominant seventh chords that alternate with 
tonic chords carry less harmonic tension than their major counterparts, leaving a 
cooler, more stable fluctuation. Satie's piece is marked "lent et triste," and while 
136 Libby Larsen interview. 
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"Antonia in the Field" is marked "warmly" in m. 9, there is more than a tinge of 
melancholy. Perhaps it is present-day Jim looking back with nostalgia at his 
bygone youth. Perhaps it is adolescent Jim knowing he will have to leave 
Antonia someday. Either way, there is a pervading sadness that accompanies the 
joy of seeing the beautiful Antonia. 
Figure 39: Opening measures of Satie's 2- Gymnopedie No. 2 
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The first of many instances of the Antonia motive in "Antonia in the 
Field" occurs on the word "Antonia" in mm. 13-14. In the next two measures, the 
right hand of the piano echoes the Antonia motive above a dominant pedal. 
Octave doubling in mm. 16-17 reinforces the motive, strengthening the feeling of 
Jim's fondness for Antonia. In the left hand, chords comprised of stacked fourths 
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and a range of more than four octaves between treble and bass bolster the open 
tonality of the prairie landscape. 
Starting in m. 21, the B section is an expansion of the material first 
presented in the second half of the introduction, and the first eight measures of 
the B section are nearly identical to mm. 5-8. Measure twenty-nine continues the 
descent of the soaring treble line of mm. 27-28. Foreshadowed by two descending 
sixths in the first phrase of the song, the sweet-sounding sixth becomes the 
prevalent interval of the song, and both hands play in sixths for the rest of the B 
section. 
The A' section in m. 33 continues the descending sixths in the right hand 
of the piano. This line sinks lower and lower into the bass clef, depicting the 
setting sun and the symbolic setting of Jim's boyhood (see figure 40). Despite the 
return to A Mixolydian, pedal tones pull the tonality towards F, creating a tonal 
struggle that continues the musical description of Jim's mixed emotions. The 
sonorities on beats two and three do little to enforce one tonality over the other, 
as dominant-seventh A-flat chords alternate with clusters in mm. 33-34. In m. 36, 
four-note harmonies replace the thinner sixths in the treble, creating clusters of 
up to five pitches when combined with the left hand. These fuller harmonies 
reflect Jim's surge of emotion upon seeing Antonia. 
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Figure 40: "Antonia in the Field," mm. 33-45 
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The vocal line in the A' section is comprised solely of three instances of 
the Antonia motive (see figure 40). The repetition of Antonia's name and the 
motive build the sense of nostalgia and create a feeling that, as Larsen instructs 
: 
"" 
the singer before the third iteration of the motive, Jim is "holding her in his 
memory." In mm. 42-45, the piano part drops out, giving the vocal line in the last 
instance of the motive added emphasis and poignancy. In all, the motive stays 
largely unchanged throughout this song and the rest of the cycle, as Jim's 
connection to his childhood friend remains constant throughout his life. 
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An eight-measure coda with a thinned-out texture concludes "Antonia in 
the Field." The last three measures contain the tonic A-flat chord above the F 
pedal, sustaining the tonal conflict to the end. With one final descent into the low 
end of the bass register, the sun has set over the prairie and over Jim's past. 
vii. Landscape IV: Sunset 
My Antonia comes full circle with "Landscape IV: Sunset," as we find Jim 
back on the train in present time headed away from his beloved prairie. The song 
is a continuation of the conversation with a fellow passenger that began the cycle 
in "Landscape I: From the Train." By surrounding the middle songs with the 
train ride, Larsen places the memories of "Antonia," "Landscape II: Winter," 
"The Hired Girls," "Landscape III: Prairie Spring," and ".Antonia in the Field" 
within the context of the ongoing train conversation. In "Landscape IV: Sunset," 
Jim shares more of his childhood memories, beginning where he left off in 
".Antonia in the Field" with the dropping sun, "a red disk against the horizon." 
Jim notes that the succession of memories of Antonia that follow in "Landscape 
IV: Sunset" are like pictures permanently fixed in his mind. 
"Landscape IV: Sunset" has a ternary form, although the continuous 
texture of the train motive makes the different sections almost indistinguishable 
(see figure 41). Nevertheless, the key scheme clearly shows that the A and A' 
sections center around of D-flat, whether it be whole tone, major or Lydian. By 
contrast, the B section is highly modulatory, employing nine different tonal 
centers over the course of sixteen measures. 
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Figure 41: Form and Key Scheme for "Landscape IV: Sunset" 
Section 
A 
B 
A' 
Tonality 
D-flat whole tone I C minor 
D-flat major I C minor 
D-flat major 
C Lydian 
A-flat major 
F Lydian 
E minor 
G-flat Lydian 
E-flat major 
G Mixolydian 
A-flat Lydian 
F Lydian/Mixolydian 
D-flat whole tone/D-flat Lydian 
Measure 
1-6 
7 
8-10 
11-12 
13 
14 
15-16 
17 
18 
19-20 
21-23 
24-25 
26-32 
Nowhere in "Landscape IV: Sunset" does the word "train" appear in the 
text. Yet, from the song's outset the setting is clear. The familiar train motive, 
with its low and steady rhythmic drive, and the D-flat pedal tones on the strong 
part of each beat leave no doubt that we have been transported back to the train 
of the first song. In addition, the first two measures are identical to m . 1 of 
"Landscape 1: From the Train" and the third measure contains the piano part that 
accompanies the first song's text, "As the train flashed . .. " 
The first six measures of "Landscape IV: Sunset" are remarkably similar to 
"Landscape 1: From the Train." The piano part is confined almost exclusively to a 
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D-flat whole tone scale and the voice part in measure four enters in C minor (see 
figure 42). The conflict of keys reminds the listener of Jim's inner struggle: 
desperate to hold on to the past and yearning for the simpler time of his youth 
yet unable to stop time. This disagreement is short-lived however, as Jim's 
recollection of the setting sun shifts the tonality of the vocal part up a half step 
and into accord with the train motive of the piano. 
Figure 42: "Landscape IV: Sunset," mm. 4-5 
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Larsen uses the same harmonies for the setting sun in measures eight and 
nine of "Landscape IV: Sunset" that are found in mm. 15-16 of "Antonia in the 
Field," thereby linking the songs. The scales employed for these two sections also 
use the same pitches despite being derived from different modes: A-flat 
Mixolydian for "Antonia in the Field" and D-flat major for "Landscape IV: 
Sunset." The vocal line on the word "red" in m. 8leaps a sixth, recalling the 
prevalent interval of "Antonia in the Field." 
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Figure 43: "Landscape IV: Sunset," mm. 7-10 
7 
No clouds, the sun a red___ 
9f} 
1.---
3 
dis,.1c, ______ _ a-gainst the hor - i - zon. 
There is an implied reference to Antonia in mm. 7-10. The setting sun 
recalls the image of Antonia among the prairie fields at dusk in "Antonia in the 
Field" (see figure 43). Musically, the harmony of measure seven connects to the 
identical harmony in m. 30 of "Landscape 1: From the Train" that accompanies 
the first mention of Antonia's name. Additionally, the rhythmic pattern in 
measures eight and nine is the same as that in the final five measures of 
"Landscape 1: From the Train," which occurs at the first instance of the Antonia 
motive (see figure 13). 
The B section begins in m. 11 as Jim compares his memories of Antonia to 
pictures: snapshots of moments from his childhood fixed in his mind. C Lydian 
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replaces the C minor mode that begins all previous sections in both the first and 
last songs on the words, "we were talking ... " This switch to a sweeter mode 
emphasizes Jim's contentedness and creates a feeling of clarity, as if Jim's 
memories are coming into focus. The texture and harmonies are similar to the 
material in measures eight and nine, but the repetition of the same pattern over 
eight beats provides a steady calmness to the section. The menacing train that 
began the A section now smoothly glides through the countryside. 
A series of memories, Larsen creates these different "pictures" in the B 
section by rapidly shifting tonalities, changing modes every measure or two. The 
texture undergoes subtle variations between memories, but the rhythmic drive of 
the train continues throughout the B section. Unlike "Landscape 1: From the 
Train," in which the train motive stops completely on a couple of occasions, the 
train in "Landscape IV: Sunset" pushes onward. Perhaps this suggests that Jim 
can also move forward, after finally having seen Antonia after twenty years. 
Throughout the course of the B section, Larsen connects Jim's memories 
with the memories described in previous songs. Most obviously, Larsen uses the 
Antonia motive in mm. 14, 17 and 18 at the mention of Antonia's name. 
Shimerda's country dance music from "Landscape II: Winter" sounds during the 
mention of his funeral in mm. 15-16 (see figure 44). The memory of "Antonia 
running" in m. 17 is in the same key- G-flat Lydian- as the beginning of 
"Antonia," when Jim and Antonia went "running together through the fields." 
The memory of "Antonia dancing" shifts to a tonal center of Gin m.19, as in the 
"Hired Girls." Here, the high-lying vocal line centered around a G is also 
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reminiscent of mm. 29-32 of "The Hired Girls." Mm. 21-23 have a tonal center of 
A-flat, as the image of "Antonia coming in from her work against the evening 
sky" recalls the A-flat Mixolydian of "Antonia in the Field." Mm. 24-25 then shift 
to F Lydian in the same manner of the B section of "Antonia in the Field." 
Although these connections are subtle, they effectively connect the memories 
mentioned in the B section of ''Landscape IV: Sunset" to parallel moments in 
previous songs. 
Figure 44: "Landscape IV: Sunset," mm. 15-16 
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The vocal line begins the A' section with a melody that soars into the 
upper register on the last word of the song, "sun." It is the third and final 
instance in the last two songs of the cycle when Larsen employs the image of 
Antonia against the setting sun. Not only does the reiteration show Jim's desire 
to hold on to his childhood memories, but it serves as a metaphor for the 
conclusion of a bygone era- a time already twenty years in Jim's past. The 
book's epitaph, "optima dies, primafugit," or "the best.days are the first to flee" 
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comes to mind at the closing of "Landscape IV: Sunset." 
Interestingly, the final seven measures of the piano part that comprise the 
A' section are an exact repetition of the first measure of "Landscape 1: From the 
Train." Pitches from the D-flat whole-tone scale return and fade to nothing as the 
train chugs along. The cycle ends exactly as it began, leaving the listener to 
question whether the recollection of his memories has been at all cathartic for 
Jim, or whether he is, as he started, desperately trying to hold on to his past. 
However, Larsen explains that this music pertains more to the train itself 
and the passing of time: 
"On the train, there's no resolution to be had here because there is no 
conflict. He's only on a train, remembering. The train could be interpreted 
as the flow of time, which really has no progression. It's the chronological 
narrative that defines Jim's sense of beginning and ending. Time itself has 
no beginning and no end, just as the train has no beginning and no end in 
my cycle. It's simply going. It has no capacity to care. Jim's being on the 
train is a metaphor for his collecting his life through points of arrival in his 
relationship with Antonia.137 
For Jim, there is a progression. "He verbalizes his whole story and relationship to 
Antonia."138 He has come to terms with his past, and like the train, he will 
proceed forward as time marches relentlessly on ... 
137 Libby Larsen interview. 
138 Ibid. 
98 
VII. Conclusion 
Libby Larsen had reservations about setting My Antonia to music. Two 
years prior to Jane Dressler's commission, she had passed up selecting one of 
Willa Cather's novels as the basis for her next opera in favor of a Cather short 
story, "Eric Hermannson's Soul." The complexity of Cather's novels, Larsen felt, 
"would detract from her literary style too much; that the sacrifice of her voice 
would be too much and the gain of dramatic clarity through stage craft too 
little." 139 
There is little precedence for the adaptation of a novel into a song cycle. 
However, this medium afforded Larsen a chance for a narrower focus, "the 
journey of Jim," without having to present the entire narrative of the novel.140 
Combined with the absence of "theatrical convention that can ... impede abstract 
nature of time," the ability to create a well-honed narrative provided enough 
sway to convince Larsen that My Antonia would be an appropriate song cycle.141 
Consequently, Larsen was able to effectively capture the character of Jim Burden, 
his relationship with Antonia Shimerda, and their connection to the life-giving 
/ 
prairie. 
Though a concise seventeen minutes, the cycle is a thorough and faithful 
representation of Jim's journey, from his childhood days on the prairie to the 
present time, about thirty years later. No information about Jim's adult life is 
given- his marriage to an unlikable woman, his job as legal counsel for the 
139 Libby Larsen interview. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid. 
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Western railways, or his recent trip to see Antonia after twenty years apart - yet 
the listener senses from the beginning of the first song Jim's present conflict. The 
tritones in the piano and the clashing tonal centers of D-flat and C in "Landscape 
I: From the Train," make Jim's unrest readily apparent. Larsen's careful selection 
of Cather's text furthers a sense of Jim's longing, as he laments, "Oh, I wish I 
could be a little boy again." When Larsen returns to this sound world in 
"Landscape IV: Sunset," the listener is reminded again of Jim's strife. Jim finds 
closure in his relationship to Antonia by telling his story. He therefore finds 
some resolution, yet the persistence of the dissonant train music reflects the 
recalcitrance of time, marching on unsympathetically. 
Sandwiched in between the first and last songs are several defining 
moments of Jim's youth, mostly centered on his relationship with Antonia. With 
the inclusion of Jim's and Antonia's first meeting in" Antonia," Mr. Shimerda' s 
death in "Landscape II: Winter," Jim's delight in seeing Antonia and the other 
hired girls dance in "The Hired Girls," the freshness of Jim's first spring on the 
prairie in "Landscape III: Prairie Spring," and Jim's realization that he loves 
Antonia in "Antonia in the Field," Larsen draws a dramatic arc following the 
important milestones of Jim's early life. Because these songs are written as 
memories, they transport the listener back to Jim's childhood in much the same 
way Jim is transported through time during his train ride. 
For each of these memories, Larsen employs varied compositional 
techniques to bring Jim's experiences to life through the music. In "Antonia," 
Larsen uses light, playful chords in a simple, economic style to evoke Jim and 
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Antonia playing in the prairie. In "Landscape IT: Winter," a jaunty country dance 
turns increasingly dissonant as Antonia's father sinks into depression and 
subsequently commits suicide. A robust Scandinavian waltz characterizes the 
boisterous dancing of "The Hired Girls." In "Landscape Ill: Prairie Spring," 
Larsen uses rhythmic intensity, changing meters, and bitonality to paint new life 
on the prairie. The pedal tones and warm, pandiatonic harmonies of "Antonia in 
the Field" depict Antonia as Jim's eternal symbol of the prairie. 
Perhaps the most effective element of My Antonia is Larsen's ability to 
evoke the Nebraskan prairie so vividly. For much of the cycle, pandiatonicism is 
the prevailing tonality, casting the prairie in a friendly, inviting light. Larsen 
portrays the vastness of the prairie with widely spaced chords and fifth-heavy 
harmonies. "Antonia in the Field," with its extremely slow and stretching tempo 
wonderfully captures the "slow unfolding of the horizon" of the prairie expanse 
at sunset.143 The exclusive use of pitches drawn from a pentatonic scale to create 
the harmonies of "Landscape Ill: Prairie Spring" depicts the earthiness of spring 
on the prairie and connects the piece to an American folk music tradition. 
European folk tunes in "Landscape IT: Winter" and "The Hired Girls" relate the 
pieces to the music of immigrant settlers on the prairie. The harsh side of the 
prairie abounds in "Landscape IT: Winter," where clashing minor seconds and 
blustery tremolos recreate the prairie blizzard. Softer, hanging chords invoke the 
calm, cold prairie after the storm. 
One of Larsen's compositional strengths is her ability transport the 
143 Libby Larsen interview. 
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listener to a certain time and place. For instance, in Love After 1950, she includes 
blues, honky-tonk and lounge piano styles to create a sound world specific to the 
poems' 20th-century settings.144 In Try Me, Good King, the inclusion of lute-song 
melodies and chant-influenced vocal lines evoke sixteenth-century England. In 
My Antonia, Larsen is similarly convincing by effectively evoking the prairie with 
her music. 
Larsen prefers to set the poetry and prose of female writers and therefore 
much of her music is written for mezzo-sopranos and sopranos. Although there 
are a handful of songs written for tenors and baritones, My Antonia is one of only 
two Larsen song cycles for male voice and piano.145 With a number of prolific 
contemporary American composers including Ricky Ian Gordon, Jake Heggie 
and Lori Laitman sharing a similar preference for female voices, the 21st century 
American canon for tenors is surprisingly small. 
My Antonia is an excellent choice for tenors looking to program 
contemporary American song repertoire. In addition, owing to Larsen's desire to 
write music that is communicative to an intelligent audience, the piece is easily 
accessible and not too difficult for the advanced singer to learn. The cycle is 
highly performable as well, having a vocal line in a comfortable tessitura that 
stays within the range of the average tenor at the undergraduate level or above. 
Above all, My Antonia is exceptionally written and deserves a place among the 
American art song canon. 
144 Libby Larsen, "Libby Larsen- Love After 1950," Libby Larsen Website, 
http:/ /libbylarsen.com/ index. php?contentiD=241&profileiD=1353&startRange= U anuary 31, 
2014] . 
145 The Peculiar Case of Dr. H. H. Holmes, for baritone and piano, is the other. 
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Appendix A: Text Selection for Larsen's "My Antonia" 
Larsen Text Cather Source 
"Landscape 1: From the Train" 
1 We were talking about what it was like to be a child in a Introduction 
little prairie town 
2 
3 
4 
buried in wheat 
in burning summers 
beneath a brilliant sky. 
5 As the train flashed, 
6 We were talking about childhood in a little prairie town 
7 
8 
9 
blustery winters 
nothing but snow 
and the feeling that the world was left behind. 
10 As the train flashed, 
11 We were talking 
12 of windy springs 
14 and blazing summers 
Introduction 
Book I, chapter 1 
Introduction 
Book IV, chapter 3 
15 
16 
and fall afternoons when the prairie was like the bush Book I, chapter 6 
that burned with fire. 
17 Oh, I wish I could be a little boy again! 
18 As the train flashed, 
19 We were talking 
20 
21 
22 
about prairie towns 
and boyhood 
and Antonia! My Antonia! 
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Book IV, chapter 4 
Introduction 
"Antonia" 
1 
"They can't any of them speak English," 
2 Said the train conductor to me, the boy Jim. 
3 
"Except one little girl not much older than you, Jim. 
4 and she's bright as a new dollar. 
5 
"She's got pretty brown eyes too!" 
6 And she did, my Antonia! 
7 When I first saw her, Antonia came up to me 
8 and held her hand out coaxingly 
9 soon we were running together 
10 through the fields, laughing. 
11 Antonia! My Antonia! 
12 How many an afternoon we trailed along the prairie. 
13 Laughing, she would point to a tree. 
14 
"Name? What name?" "Name?" 
Book I, chapter 1 
Original 
Book I, chapter 1 
Original 
Book I, chapter 3 
Book I, chapter 6 
Book I, chapter 3 
15 
"Tree," I answered. original 
16 One evening we climbed to the roof to watch the clouds Book I, chapter 19 
of a storm 
17 one black cloud no bigger than a little boat 
18 drifted out alone. 
19 Grandmother called for us to come down, 
20 
"In a minute we come!'' Antonia called back, 
21 
"In a minute!" 
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"Landscape II: Winter" 
1 Winter comes down savagely on little towns on the 
prairie 
2 Winter lies too long in country towns; 
3 We had been silent a long time 
4 The edge of the sun sunk nearer and nearer the prairie 
floor 
5 
when we saw a figure moving on the edge of the upland. 
6 
"Antonia!" called her father, 
7 
"Tatinek!" and we ran to meet him. 
8 Antonia took his hand and kissed it. 
9 As the sun set 
10 they went off hand in hand. 
II Winter comes down savagely 
12 Like the light of truth itself! 
13 
"My Papa, sad for old country, 
14 He never make music anymore. 
15 At home he play violin all the time. Here never." 
16 When he took his life, Antonia threw her arms around 
me. 
17 
"Oh, Jimmy! What you think my lovely Papa!" 
18 I could feel her heart breaking as she clung to me. 
19 Winter comes down savagely on the prairie 
20 With a bitter song. 
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Book II, chapter 6 
Book II, chapter 7 
Book I, chapter 6 
Book I, chapter 3 
Book I, chapter 6 
Book II, chapter 6 
Book I, chapter 13 
Book I, chapter 16 
Book II, chapter 6 
"The Hired Girls" 
1 Now you're Lena, are you? 
2 
-And you're Tony and you're Mary! 
3 Have I got it straight?" 
4 They were handsome girls, the hired girls, 
5 Tony and Lena, 
6 Three Marys, 
7 The four Danish girls, 
8 And Lena and Tiny. 
9 How they loved to dance! 
10 I thought - if not for girls like these in the world 
u There would be no poetry. 
"Landscape III: Prairie Song" 
1 Spring came on the prairie, 
2 Spring. 
3 The throb of it. 
4 Everywhere, 
5 In the sky, in the clouds, 
6 In the warm, high wind. 
7 The larks singing straight at the sun. 
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Book II, chapter 7 
Chapter 7/8 
Book II, chapter 9 
Original 
Book Ill, chapter 2 
Book I, chapter 17 
Book I, chapter 18 
u Antonia in the Field" 
1 When the sun was dropping low 
2 Antonia came up from the fields 
3 How much older she was, 
4 
a tall girl, a strong girl. 
5 
"Jim!" she greeted me. 
6 We chatted a moment, 
7 Oh, she was beautiful 
8 Sunburned 
9 With her blouse open at the neck 
10 And her throat plastered with dust. 
11 My Antonia! 
#Landscape IV: Sunset" 
Book I, chapter 17 
Original 
Book I, chapter 17 
1 We were talking about childhood in a little prairie town, Introduction 
2 No clouds, Book II, chapter 14 
3 The sun, a red disc against the horizon. 
4 In my memory pictures: Book V, chapter 1 
5 Antonia kicking her bare legs against the side of my 
pony; 
6 Antonia 
as she stood by her father's grave; 
8 Antonia running, 
9 Antonia dancing, 
10 Antonia coming in from her work 
11 
against the evening sky 
u standing out against the horizon, 
13 a picture writing on the sun. 
107 
Book II, chapter 14 
Appendix B: Libby Larsen Interview 
GZ- In doing research, I came across so many interviews that you've done. Do 
you think that that has helped you define your style? Do you think that 
having to elaborate on your style has helped you in your composing? 
LL - It's a very good question. What interviews do is to help me articulate my 
thought process in linear terms, because I have to describe how I come to 
conclusions and make decisions in a linear fashion. While I've trained 
myself to think linearly, my natural brain process, which is the seat of my 
creativity, thinks discontinuously- non-linearly. Does that make sense? 
GZ - That makes sense. 
LL - And I gain insight into how I think by trying to express myself in a way that 
is not how I think. 
GZ- So does that mean when you ... you talked about "a linear fashion" ... when 
you compose I assume you don't compose from beginning to end? 
LL- That's true, I don't. Sometimes I do, but in my compositional process I 
gather materials that I want to use in the course of the piece and spend 
time improvising with them. What was your question again? I've gone off 
on a train ... 
GZ - It was, "when you compose, do you compose from beginning to end?" 
LL - No, I don't. I kind of work in Jacob's ladder fashion, in my head, if that 
makes sense, using the materials I've honed through improvising. I work 
first at the beginning, then the end, moving back and forth until I come to 
the middle. So yes, I don't compose from beginning to end. 
GZ- Do you think of yourself as having an American style? 
LL- That's also a very good question and 1. . . how do I think of my music? For 
each piece I compose, I research first, depending on the piece at hand. I 
draw on my own research and my own practices for hearing music as it 
exists in our air. I am not drawing on somebody else's style; I'm drawing 
on the oral and aural culture that surrounds us. I'm told that my music 
feels American to the ears of people in other cultures, I .guess. I was 
surprised at this when I began to work with Oxford University Press. 
They said to me, "your music is very American." And yet, I do not curate 
and use American folk music. 
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GZ- OK, but you're not necessarily influenced by the music of Aaron Copland 
or Charles Ives? 
LL- No, I'm influenced by many of the things they were influenced by. For 
instance, the vastness of our horizon west of the Hudson. The distance 
between points of connection. You were asking about landscape and 
trying to capture the vastness of the country, which confounds many 
Europeans when they first come to the United States. For instance, a 
British business associate who was visiting New York for two days asked 
spontaneously "can you just pop over to New York for the day?" I live in 
Minnesota. To "pop" anywhere in the country takes some planning. We 
are acclimated to an expansive land mass which, I believe, influences our 
culture in deep and meaningful ways. It's in our American DNA 
to think of ourselves as "One". We are not one, we are many. But the 
vastness and topographical variety of our land mass challenges us to think 
of ourselves as a "Unity. And so we continue to seek Oneness and Unity. 
I hear this search distinctly in both Ives' and Copland's music. Does that 
make sense? 
GZ- So, in My Antonia ... I think I know the answer ... because four of your songs 
are titled "Landscapes," I assume that here you are trying to capture the 
landscape as well. 
LL- Yes, two kinds ·of landscapes: the physical landscape and also the landscape 
of the soul. We are now speaking specifically about Jim's journey - his 
landscape - physical, psychological and chronological. Working with 
Cather's writing is a little problematic in that she uses relatively little 
actual dialogue to express the psychological changes of her characters. 
Part of her genius is her use of device of landscape as a metaphor for the 
slow and sometimes very sudden changes of heart. So, for instance, in 
Song 6, Antonia in the Field, that ... are you from the plains states at all? 
GZ - I'm not, I'm from Boston. 
LL- Well for you it could be ocean actually. Imagine yourself studying the 
horizon- the place where water meets sky. A boat appears on that 
horizon coming towards you. You have that sense of time suspended and 
simultaneously time realized, as well as the moments time illuminates 
arriving and departing in an infinite flow. The horizon device in Madame 
Butterfly is perhaps the most famous example. In Song 6 of My Antonia, 
"Antonia in the Field," Antonia appears on the horizon line, illuminated 
by the sun setting. She walks toward Jim ... I just lost my train of thought, 
what's the point again? 
GZ - The question was, "are you consciously trying to capture the landscape in 
your music?" 
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LL- Yes. Song 4, "The Hired Girls" is situated squarely in G major. Song 5, 
"Prairie Spring", bursts onto the page in a rush mixed meter with a 
constant eighth- note pulse applied to pentatonic clusters. This is the way 
spring arrives on the frozen prairie. One day the world is cold and 
everything is frozen in place (G major). The next day, the ground is 
melting and literally breaking open. You can mark the growth of things 
coming out of the now warm ground. It happens so quickly that it startles 
you. The earth becomes open and rich and full of possibility and surprise. 
Spring green shoots seem to be pushing up, up, up and growing before 
your eyes. There is a fresh breeze and a kind of brief, dizzy rush to 
summer. Song 6, "Antonia in the Field", begins seamlessly on the Ab 
which concludes Song 5. The lines descend slowly over two bars in which 
the Ab suggests itself as dominant Ab of Db. For the next two measures I 
explore a Db major 7 chord, followed by two measures, which explore an 
Ab9 chord. In the next two measures, Ab becomes A natural to take us 
into two measures ofF Lydian before we settle into Ab. Spring becomes 
summer. The gymnopedie tempo of the first eight bars of Song 6 creates, 
in my mind, a psychological parallel with the way Cather depicts the 
setting sun - a magnificent, burnished orb - as both the backdrop to 
Antonia coming in from the field and a metaphor for Jim and Antonia's 
deep, abiding friendship . 
GZ- OK. So you were talking about the pentatonic scale in "Prairie Spring." 
Were you trying to connect to something specific when you chose to use a 
pentatonic scale for the entire piano part? 
LL - Ah yes, I was. I was trying to connect to the shifting ground under your 
feet, as the ice and snow melt, become slush, and are absorbed into the 
fresh, newly fertile soil. 
GZ- OK. If I have my timeline right Eric Hermarznson's Soul and the Margaret 
Songs were a couple of years before My Antonia. 
LL-Yes. 
GZ- So, I'm just wondering how My Antonia came about and if the soprano that 
commissioned you to write the piece chose the topic or if it was something 
you had in mind. 
LL- No it wasn't something I had in mind. When Opera Omaha 
commissioned me to compose an opera, I suggested an early Willa Cather 
short story, Eric Hermannson's Soul. I had read most of everything Cather 
had written, even obscure poems. I felt that her novels, such as Song of the 
Lark, Death Comes to the Archbishop and My Antonia were too complicated 
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to be the subject of an opera. Her writing style depends so much on the 
reader's ability to situate inside the landscape that Cather creates. I felt 
that any adaptation of her novels into an opera would- I'm trying to find 
the right words here - would detract from her literary style too much; that 
the sacrifice of her voice would be too much and the gain of dramatic 
clarity through stage craft too little. So I chose Eric Hermannson's Soul as 
the subject of the opera. It was compact and it dealt with major themes of 
Cather's literary life. I composed the Margaret Songs as a study for Eric 
Hermannson's Soul and so when Jane Dressler approached me about 
adapting My .Antonia- or My .AntQnia, everybody debates about it- into 
a song cycle, I was pretty reluctant, to be honest with you. I'd had 
experience adapting Cather to the art song genre as well as into the 
operatic genre. I thought, and still think, that literary narrative and 
musical narrative are two different animals. Time operates in completely 
different spheres in both of those worlds. Jane finally convinced me that 
she thought I should consider My Antonia as a cycle. I said, 'well, I need 
you to focus me on the narrative or on themes that most interest you ... ' So 
she sent me memos with ideas about themes. I began to think that the 
thing I had going for this novel as a cycle was that I had no costumes and 
lighting, no director, no theatrical convention that can, and does impede 
abstract nature of the time, the flow of the cycle. And so, Jane convinced 
me. Combing through the novel looking at various narratives that 
interested Jane, I decided that the journey of Jim inspired me the most. 
GZ - Sure. So, there's definitely ... the narrative that you create is not always 
chronological. 
LL-Right. 
GZ - I assume that when you were creating the piece that you were aware of 
that ... 
LL- Yes. 
GZ - ... and that you picked a narrative that maybe described the overall arc of 
Jim's journey without it actually being chronological within the novel? 
LL- Yes, that's exactly what I did. Cather published My Antonia in 1918. By that 
time, travelling by train had been a central part of the culture for 50 years. 
Train sounds (whistles, the sound of rotating wheels) and train motion 
were part of the common lexicon of our culture. Many artists explored the 
train as metaphor. More than once, Cather used the train as a vehicle for 
considering the fluidity of time and the possibility moving through time. 
Am I making sense so far? 
GZ- Yeah, I think so. 
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LL- What was your question again? Do I have to edit this? (laughs) 
GZ- Well, the original question was about the narrative, but I'm interested in 
what you have to say about the train. In my analysis I had thought of the 
train as being, like you're saying, something that has to deal with time, it 
has to do with time always going forward and not being able to go back. 
LL - Yes, that's right, and so maybe that's one reason I did not attach to Cather's 
narrative chronology. When coast-to-coast travel became real, 
transcendental time was eclipsed by progressive time. We, as a culture, 
began to think of time as always moving forward with no end, only 
arrival on a progressive continuum. The train in my song cycle My 
Antonia offers you, the traveler, points of arrival without insisting 
progressive time. My narrative arrangement really is carried by various 
possibilities of "train time". Jim is on the train at the beginning and in the 
end of my cycle. It's not clear that he ever gets off the train. It's only as -
which is why I changed the narrative- that I thought, yup, he could just 
be on the train and talking about all these things which is how I imagined 
him, and coming to these points of arrival, as he continues the 
conversation. So, switching "Antonia in the Field" past "The Hired Girls" 
is Jim's arrival at the fact that he really loved her, you know, maybe not 
physically, but that this particular kind of love is wrapped up in what it 
means to be deeply human. And so, the narrative is really more a 
psychological narrative in my cycle. 
GZ - "Antonia in the Field" definitely seems like an arrival point. Also, one of 
my questions was that you kind of tweaked some of the lines ... 
LL- Yes. 
GZ - ... that it's originally in a place where Jim and Burdens are worried that 
she's out in the field and she's work.in_g too hard and she's becoming 
masculine. And to me it seems that "Antonia in the Field" is almost a love 
song, or an ode to Antonia. 
LL- Yes, I meant it that way. You're very perceptive. In the novel there is worry 
that Antonia is becoming masculine. However, I don't believe that Jim's 
worried about this. Their relationship was a non-gendered, deeply 
connected friendship. So the ode to Antonia is an ode to that part of her 
that is free. People worry that she's not conforming to the Post-Victorian 
mores of the time, but Jim loves this about her. She's exactly who she is-
strong, sunburned "with her blouse unbuttoned at the neck", a portrait of 
freedom for women at that time. These are all things taboo to the proper 
woman of the early 1900's. Cather not only understood this, she lived it-
in both post-Victorian and pioneer worlds and she made it a theme in 
much of her writing, crafting it into the narrative of the mature Antonia. 
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GZ - And Antonia is definitely a symbol of the pioneer woman and that freedom 
that you are talking about. 
LL - Yes, I think you can say that. The pioneer woman is a fascination of mine. 
I've written pioneer women into my operas and song cycles. Why? I think 
it's probably because of my age. I'm 63, and when I was in graduate 
school in the early '70s, and there was a lot of stuff going on in society. It 
was an extraordinarily confusing time for women of independent intellect, 
at least that's how I experienced it. I grew up experiencing media 
stereotypes of women in society, yet I searched for real pioneers and 
found them in Mary Cassatt, Georgia O'Keeffe, Emma Goldman, and 
Lillian Hellman- pioneers all. Hollywood westerns are hilarious in the 
way they portray women settlers and pioneers. Lately I've been watching 
re-runs of "Bonanza", a TV Western series which ran from 1959 through 
1973. I was 8 years old when it was first broadcast and 22 when it went 
off the air. Oh my gosh! The women characters were stereotypical 
helpless women in crisis, wearing merry widow foundation garments, 
tightly fitted "pioneer" dresses and always in full glamour make-up and 
hair do. Hilarious! Take it from me; you cannot do the work that pioneer 
women did if you're wearing a whalebone corset! Back to My Antonia. At 
the same time post-Victorian manners clucked about proper dress and 
behavior of women, pioneer women freed their bodies out of necessity to 
survive and in doing so simply took their place in the world. For me, 
Antonia is that pioneer. So my ode ... maybe it's my ode to Antonia and I 
project it onto Jim. She is wholly beautiful to him as she is. She is also 
something he could never have for himself. 
GZ - Right, romantically you mean. 
LL - Romantically, yes but she is what he can never be. 
GZ- Right, he could never be ... he has to leave the prairie. 
LL - Right, he has to leave the prairie, whereas she is the prairie. 
GZ - OK. One question ... I know this was obviously premiered by a soprano. Do 
you prefer a male - a tenor - to sing it? 
LL- Yes I do. 
GZ - Because it's Jim's story? 
LL -Yes, because it's Jim's story and it makes more sense to me when it's sung 
by a male voice. But sopranos will tell me it doesn't matter and they have 
a valid point. 
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GZ- Do you ever, in your other cycles ... I know it really varies by composer and 
some composers like John Musto release their music for high key and low 
key. Are you interested ... do you write specifically for one voice or would 
you ever, say, transpose Try Me Good King for a mezzo? 
LL -Well, that's been done but not by me. I h~ve an ideal voice in my brain 
when I'm working on a piece. I knew Antonia was going to be premiered 
by a soprano but I hear it as a tenor, so I had two ideal voices in my brain. 
I compose the notes I want for the piece, and I generally zero in on a vocal 
tessitura, a range. I'm at my best, I believe, when I am composing for a 
specific voice. Also I'm particular about piano. My piano parts tend to be 
meaty and more part of the whole intent than an accompaniment to the 
vocal line. I compose for the piano exactly where it should be and don't 
worry about transpositions of the score. 
GZ- Yeah. 
LL - People have transposed my songs. I always agree to this as long as the 
piano part works really well. But you know, I'm not even convincing 
myself of this. I work on a Steinway M. Pianos have their physical 
properties, and so when I compose a piano part, I can't hear it transposed. 
Does this make sense? 
GZ - I does make sense. It definitely changes the color or the nature of the sound. 
LL - Yes, and also, a mezzo voice no matter whose it is quite different than a 
soprano voice. It's not vocal range, its vocal quality. I associate vocal 
quality with meaning and vocal range with intent. 
GZ- Yeah. 
LL- So I compose for the voice I want to hear. But I've learned that once the 
piece is gone from my control, I don't own it anymore. Then I am 
interested in different performances - the performers often see things in 
the music that I don't see and I find this fascinating. 
GZ - OK. Let's see, the rest of the questions are more specific to places in the 
cycle. For example, the train motive, the train music that you use is 
basically from a D-flat whole-tone scale. 
LL-Yes. 
GZ- With that one chromatic passing tone. 
LL -Yes, that's right. 
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GZ- And then the voice part's inC minor. 
LL- Yes, that's right. 
GZ- So are you trying to set up a conflict between Jim and the train? 
LL- Yes. That was easy, right? 
GZ- Yeah. 
LL - Yes, and it's yours to figure out what the conflict is. 
GZ- Ah, ok, gotcha. Well I think I've figured out what I think the conflict is at 
least. 
LL-Good. 
GZ- OK, this about speech inflection because I know you're so interested in 
c,apturing speech inflection and in particular American English ... 
Antonia's lines - did you have a Czech accent in mind for that? 
LL- Well, not a Czech accent specifically although I'Pl really quite familiar with 
the Czech accent because of Minnesota's Czech population. I wanted to 
create a dis-ease with the inflections of English as Antonia learns the 
English language. Czechoslovakian accent has a certain kind of flow and 
lilt about it. The words that Antonia sings are American words, "name, 
what name?" for instance. Or "Oh Jimmy what you think my lovely 
papa?" But the way that I set them is a combination of Czech lilt and 
American English rhythm. Your word 'rangy' is, I think, a really 
appropriate word. I made an attempt to create Antonia's own struggle 
with verbal communication. 
GZ - OK, and the Antonia motive itself has this octave leap in it. 
LL - Yes, that's right. 
GZ - Does that have anything to do with the way Antonia speaks? 
LL- I hadn't thought of that, no. 
GZ-OK. 
LL- But, you might see it that way. 
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GZ- Well, I guess I didn't really say that in my ... or I haven't said that in my 
analysis, but the .Antonia motive is a very strong motive ... 
LL-Yes. 
GZ - ... with all these perfect consonances. 
LL - I just had a thought. This goes to your question about how I compose, from 
beginning to end or what?" When Antonia sings "name, what name?" she 
uses the Antonia motive. 
GZ - Yeah, or something very close to it, yeah. 
LL- Yes. I think you've just uncovered something. 
GZ- In ".Antonia"? (Song 2) 
LL- That song, mm-hmm. I composed that song first. 
GZ-OK. 
LL- (sings) Name, what name?", that one. 
GZ- Uh-huh. 
LL- And so maybe what I did, (this would be instinct at work, I have to admit) 
was to take this (sings the pitches of 'name, what name?') and create the 
.Antonia theme from it. (sings "My Antonia") Yes, and it is her name. 
GZ- Yeah. 
LL - Hmm, I love the muse! OK, and here is one of your points - doing 
interviews helps me clarify non-linear thinking. 
GZ -Right. Do you find that composing really comes ... how much of your 
composing is natural, how much of it is really thought out, and how much 
do you sketch before you start to write? 
LL- Three questions in one. My process includes staying as current and as 
vigorous with technique as possible, and then put technique in service of 
my instincts. I let my instincts dominate my composing sessions and 
facilitate them with technique. It's a mobius curve dialogue among muse 
(sings "what name?"), technique ("octave leap, come down a step, placing 
the octave leap within conversational range) and instinct ("well, there's 
your theme- one of your important motives."). I'm making a mobius 
curve with my hand here because in the composing session, once I am 
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inside its energy the piece just comes flying out. I do sketch, but I don't 
sketch in full. I usually sketch in gestures and then just write the piece. 
GZ-Sure. 
LL - Yeah, so for me, theory does not come before, that's not part of the process. 
When my pieces are complete, then I can analyze them or someone can 
analyze them and find the theory of the piece. 
GZ -Yeah, gotcha. I read one interview with you that you had gone to this 
program in high school where you were taught Hindemith theory. 
LL- Yes. 
GZ - And it seems to me that a lot of your music has to do with intervallic 
relationships and specifically that in applying Hindemith theory to My 
Antonia would make the piece very understandable. In fact, I started my 
analysis of "From the Train" by kind of plotting out the Hindemith chord 
classifications and the tritone in particular ... just charting the tritone in 
"From the Train" really sheds light on which sections are dissonant, which 
sections are consonant and what words, what text goes with those 
sections. So I guess that wasn't really a question, I don't know where I was 
going with that ... 
LL- I don't know either but as I'm listening to you I'm thinking that's exactly 
what I was trying to do. Hindemith technique is absolutely appropriate 
and applicable, although it's modified modified Hindemith, informed by 
modalism. I have eight years of practical performance (in my childhood) 
of church mode. My vocal lines in choral music tend to confound people 
who have been trained in vertical pitch placement within a chord 
structure. My lines assume that the singer's ear is conditioned by 
intervallic singing. So modalism is one technique, Hindemith is another 
technique, Twelve tone another, ... These are various theories that I can 
draw upon, because I know them but they are always in service of 
instinct. 
GZ- Sure. They're all just tools within your toolbox. 
LL -Exactly. 
GZ - The country dance in "Landscape II: Winter" - did you want that to sound 
Czech? 
LL- Well, actually it is an authentic Norwegian dance, the "Valse Anders 
Sveen". I probably should have footnoted it, rather than put it ... 
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GZ- Oh, sorry, that's for "The Hired Girls"? 
LL- Yes, is that what we're talking about? 
GZ- I was talking about the country dance in "Landscape II: Winter." (sings the 
dance music.) 
LL- Oh, I invented that one. I deliberately wanted it to invoke the Lydian mode 
which is commonly found in Norwegian fiddling tunes. 
GZ- Norwegian fiddling? 
LL- Yes. Why? I don't know. 
GZ- OK, so the country dance you had Norwegian fiddling in mind, but there's 
no specific model. 
LL- Meaning is there a model? 
GZ - Yeah, did you quote anything or was there a model for your country 
dance? 
LL- I didn't quote anything. It's my own country dance. However I studied 
Norwegian fiddling in depth when I was composing Eric Hermannson's 
Soul. I had Norwegian fiddling in my ear. 
GZ- Well, that's alright. And "The Hired Girls" is an actual Norwegian piece. 
LL- Yes it is. 
GZ -And there's another recontextualization in "The Hired Girls," because it's 
not Jim that speaks these lines. 
LL-Right. 
GZ- What did you have in mind here? 
LL- I can tell you. Two things; practical-I only have one singer, and narrative-
this particular moment was delightful to Jim. Jim's observing it in the 
book, but within the framework of the cycle, he wouldn't say, "I was at a 
dance and my friend said this ... " I place him at the dance interacting with 
the hired girls and thinking to himself, "if not for girls like these in the 
world, there would be no poetry." 
GZ - Right, OK. So it's definitely . .. the entire cycle is Jim. 
LL -Yes. The journey of Jim. 
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GZ - OK. So, aside from "The Hired Girls," did you use any other quoted 
material? 
LL- No, except for "The Hired Girls." 
GZ - "Antonia in the Field": it seems to me that it is reminiscent of one of the 
Satie Gymnopedies. Did you have that in mind? 
LL- Yes, I did. 
GZ- You did? 
LL - Yes, I did. I am fascinated with Gym nope die tempos because they stretch, 
challenging the metronome. I had been experimenting with this slow 
tempo. Gymnopedie tempo really interesting. It's a little too exotic for our 
musical conditioning. But, in the context of Cather's portrait of Antonia in 
the field, the slow unfolding of the horizon, this tempo makes perfect 
sense. I very much had Gymnopedie in mind. 
GZ -I've read that you do in your vocal music like a French style. 
LL- Yes, I do. You mean as opposed to a German style or a .. . 
GZ- Well, I don't know. Yeah, as opposed to a German style I guess. 
LL - Yes. I think it has more to do with parallelism. Rather than illuminating 
functional harmonic progression (which is part the German style) -French 
parallelism offers a chance for melodic line to weave itself into the 
harmonic fabric. Does that make sense? 
GZ- Yeah, I think so. The style is not ... there's no harmonic function. 
LL- No, not in the German sense. I'~ more interested in pedal point 
progression. For instance, in" Antonia in the Field," the A-flat, which is 
the last note of "Prairie Spring," becomes V of D-flat- I'm looking at the 
score as we speak. The D-flat becomes tonic - a point of arrival - and the 
Ab is common tone. Next we step down to C- a new point of arrival- but 
functioning as the median of Ab. Ab is now tonic- another point of 
arrival; however the C becomes V of F. F becomes tonic - another point of 
arrival - with A natural. C held common tone becomes mediant of Ab as 
tonic - the next point of arrival. I am really more interested in creating 
points of arrival through use of common-tone re-contextualizing. 
GZ- Sure. So when you write, say the introduction for "Antonia in the Field," 
are you writing this completely horizontally, writing each line and then 
whichever harmonies result ... 
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LL- Oh no. No, going back to the beginning of 11 Antonia in the Field," the linear 
progression for me is to get from the pentatonically derived A-flat in the 
upper voice in bar 1 to the Ab pedal tone (defined as tonic) in measure 9. 
The journey of Ab in mm1-9 uses modified functional harmony to achieve 
its effect. Does that make sense? 
GZ - Yeah, it makes sense. When you write music ... other music in the cycle is I 
guess a little bit different, but this II Antonia in the Field" introduction, it 
seems to me that the style is more contrapuntal than other places, that 
there's more independence of lines. 
LL - That's right. 
GZ - But you definitely have specific harmonies in mind for each measure and 
then you're fitting the voices into that? 
LL - Yes, I have specific tonalities in mind for each pedal point. 
GZ - Right, but above the pedal point, do you have specific harmony in mind? 
LL- Only as it relates to the pedal point and how I'm going to get to the next 
pedal point. 
GZ - OK, well that makes more sense to me. And you definitely eschew 
dominant to tonic function. 
LL- Yes. 
GZ- So when you modulate like this, if you consider it a modulation, how do 
you feel you can set up the new key? 
LL- Usually, it's usually a V-I relationship in the bass, but augmented so you 
don't really hear V-I in the bass, and I often will tum on a third- minor, 
major or augmented. 
GZ - OK, that makes sense. 
LL - So I guess you'd called it blooming modulation, which to me feels like 
unfolding into a new place. 
GZ- Sure, there's definitely that feeling in the introduction of expansiveness and 
one long unfolding. 
LL- Yes. 
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GZ- In the last song, you go back to the train. And I'm curious about the end, I 
guess, because the train motive continues as it began ... the beginning of 
the cycle. Do you feel that Jim has, over the context of the cycle, has he . . . 
or over the context of remembering these memories on the train, has he .. . 
is there a progression or is he right back where he began? 
LL - Well, he's not where he is when he is singing about a moment...he' s on the 
train. He verbalizes his story and relationship to Antonia as he 
experiences it in his memory. 
GZ-Sure. 
LL - He's on the train, there's no resolution to be had here because there is no 
conflict. He's only on a train, remembering. The train could be interpreted 
as the flow of time, which really has no progression. It's the chronological 
narrative that defines Jim's sense of beginning and ending. Time itself has 
no beginning and no end, just as the train has no beginning and no end in 
my cycle. It's simply going. It has no capacity to care. Jim's being on the 
train is a metaphor for his collecting his life through points of arrival in his 
relationship with Antonia. This is my own interpretation derived from 
Cather's writing. She takes time with the chronology of her linear 
narrative - from young boy to a grown man. But I place Jim fully grown in 
the entire cycle. 
GZ - Yeah, well the novel also begins and ends on the train. 
LL - Yes, that's right. And so there's no conflict, there's no resolution. There's 
only the self, I think. 
GZ- I gotcha, so the train couldn't care less about Jim's memories. 
LL - Right, it's only a vehicle. 
GZ- I just had one last question, which is what are you currently writing? 
LL- Me? Oh, I just finished an opera for the Fort Worth Opera company and it's 
based on Madeline L'Engle' s book A Wrinkle in Time. 
GZ- Oh great. 
LL- Yup, do you know the book? 
GZ- I don't. I know it's on the high school book list. 
LL -It is. 
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GZ- But that's about all I know. 
LL - It's a book that also deals with time and infinity, love and faith. 
GZ - Thanl<p so much for agreeing to do this and it's been a lot of fun dissecting 
My Antonia. 
LL- Thank you, for focusing your time and talent on it, it's an honor. 
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~ x_ Reproduced _in_ full_ or_ extract 1
1_7_-_24, 37-41; "Landscape II: Winter," ms. l-2, 3-
, 6, 8-11, 16-18, 21-;!4, 34-38, 42-45; "The Hired 
l Girls," ms. 1-9, 17-24, 36-37, 40; "Landscape III: 
11 Prairie Spring," ms. 1-2, 26-34; "Landscape IV: I 
Sunset," ms. 4-5, 7-10, 15-16 ! 
I .. ···-· ............. - . j - --- • - · - ·· · - . • . . ._ - . .• -- --· -- - j 
I 
~ .. i 
II ! The text to the cycle will appear in full as an V Brief description of how extracts will be used! ?ppendix. The music wilt appear as figures, 
, · - - - - - · - - -- ~ ~~terspe~ed throughout the body o~the ! 1 dtssertatton and referenced appropnately. I 
............... ..! 
I 
.. .. J 
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